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A LOCAL BIODIVERSITY ACTION PLAN FOR PEMBROKESHIRE 
 
 
1.  SETTING THE SCENE 
 
The Earth Summit: Rio, 1992 
 
The United Kingdom is one of 150 Nations which committed themselves to the principles of 
sustainability and the conservation of biological diversity by signing the International 
Convention on the Conservation of Biological Diversity ("Biodiversity") following the 1992 
Earth Summit in Rio.  The "biodiversity convention" was one of two globally important 
outcomes from the Earth Summit: the other was sustainability in development through 
Agenda 21.  Both reflect a world-wide concern that human activities are destroying or 
irreversibly changing natural ecosystems on an unprecedented scale, resulting in escalating 
losses of species and their natural habitats.  Signatories recognised that action had to be 
taken to halt the losses, which have been occurring at local as well as global levels (over 100 
species have become extinct in the UK alone this century). Signatories also recognised that 
each must develop national strategies, plans and programmes for the conservation and 
sustainable use of biological diversity. 
 
 
What is "biodiversity": why is it important? 
 
Biodiversity is, literally, life on earth. It is all living plants and animals (including human-kind), 
their genetic variation and the ecosystems on which they (and we) depend.  Biodiversity is 
everywhere: in gardens, fields, hedgerows, mountains, cliffs and in the sea.  Biodiversity 
represents quality of life. It gives us pleasure, interest and understanding of our environment.  
The value of biodiversity however, extends beyond our spiritual needs: wild species are of 
enormous economic importance, e.g. as new sources of food and medicines, as tropical 
rainforests continue to demonstrate. At a local level, biodiversity is a particularly important 
component of local distinctiveness. Pembrokeshire is justly famous for its magnificent coast, 
thronged with birds and in the spring, carpeted with wild flowers, quiet estuaries, steep 
wooded valleys and wide sweeps of heathland in the Preseli Hills. In between, are 
patchworks of fields and small copses bounded by earth-stone banks that are frequently of 
great antiquity. The sea and sea bed around the Pembrokeshire coast are rich in species, 
some of which are of considerable economic importance. 
 
Biodiversity is fundamental to the physical, economic and spiritual well-being of all who live 
and work in Pembrokeshire. 
 
The UK's response to Rio 
 
In response to its international commitment to the conservation of biodiversity, the UK 
Government set up the UK Biodiversity Steering Group, which published the UK Biodiversity 
Action Plan (UKBAP) in 1994.   
The overall aim stated in the UK BAP is: 
"To conserve and enhance biological diversity within the UK, and to contribute to the 
conservation of global biodiversity through all appropriate mechanisms" (Biodiversity: The UK 
Steering Group Report 1995). 
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The UK BAP sets objectives and targets for the conservation of individual habitats and 
species and identifies actions that are required to meet those targets. It provides the strategic 
framework for local biodiversity action in the UK. 
 
A Local Biodiversity Action Plan for Pembrokeshire 
 
Local Biodiversity Action Plans (LBAPs) are the principle mechanism by which the national 
strategy can be put into effect, to deliver sustainability and conservation of biodiversity 
objectives that are at the heart of Agenda 21 and the "biodiversity convention". The 
Pembrokeshire LBAP provides the framework for local biodiversity action that will contribute 
to the delivery of national targets for key habitats and species, and the raising of awareness 
and understanding of the relevance of biodiversity to the people of Pembrokeshire.  It covers 
the area within the County of Pembrokeshire, including the Pembrokeshire Coast National 
Park, the inshore waters and seabed around the Pembrokeshire coast to 12 miles offshore. 
 
The broad aim of the Pembrokeshire LBAP is :- 
To co-ordinate existing, and initiate and co-ordinate new actions to conserve and 
enhance biodiversity in Pembrokeshire, taking account of local and national priorities. 
 
Specific objectives for the LBAP are set out in Box 1.  The LBAP will provide a basis on 
which effective local partnerships will be established, to ensure that biodiversity in the county 
is maintained in the long-term. Pembrokeshire is well served by numerous organisations and 
individuals that are already contributing to the conservation of the County's biodiversity.  The 
LBAP will co-ordinate their activities to ensure that the common aim and objectives stated 
here are met. 
Box 1 Objectives of the Pembrokeshire LBAP 
 
To maintain locally-, nationally- and internationally-important habitats and maintain 
species in favourable condition, where ‘favourable condition’ means that: 
 
For habitats 
� the extent and distribution of the habitats identified are still stable or increasing 
� the specific structure and functions which are necessary for their long-term 

maintenance exist for the foreseeable future 
� the condition of their typical species is favourable 
 
For species 
� population dynamics data on the identified species indicate that they are maintaining 

themselves on a long-term basis as a viable component of their natural habitats 
� the natural ranges of the species are neither being reduced nor are likely to be reduced 

for the foreseeable future 
� there is, and will probably continue to be, a sufficiently large habitat to maintain 

species’ populations on a long-term basis 
 
i.e. For a habitat to be in favourable condition, it must be stable or increasing in area, 
sustainable and its typical species also in favourable condition. For a species to be in 
favourable condition, the species’ populations must be viable in the long term, their ranges 
should not be contracting and sufficient habitat must exist to support the species in the 
long-term.                                                            (U.K. common standards) 
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The Pembrokeshire Biodiversity Partnership has been formed to develop and implement a 
LBAP for Pembrokeshire.  The partnership includes statutory agencies and local authorities, 
and non-statutory conservation, farming and land-owning organisations.   
Membership of the partnership is set out in Box 2. 
 
Box 2: The Pembrokeshire Biodiversity Partnership 
 
Country Landowners Association 
Countryside Council for Wales  
Environment Agency Wales 
Farming and Rural Conservation Agency (National Assembly for Wales Agriculture Dept.) 
Farmers Union of Wales 
Forestry Commission 
National Farmers Union – Wales 
Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority 
Pembrokeshire County Council  
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
The National Trust 
South Wales Sea Fisheries Committee 
Welsh Development Agency 
Wildlife Trust - West Wales 
 
Making it happen 
 
The LBAP will build on existing partnership projects and initiatives, examples of which are 
contained in Box 3. 
 
Box 3: Examples of current partnership projects and initiatives 
 
� "Gwarchod y Godiroedd" - "Conserving the Coastal Slopes": PCNPA with partnership 

support and funding from EAGGF and PCC.  Three year project 
 

� "Gweundir Byw Sir Benfro" - "Pembrokeshire's Living Heathlands" - five year project 
funded by partners and the Heritage Lottery Fund 
 

� Tir Gofal: CCW/FRCA /FC 
 

� Chough Conservation Strategy – WTWW (Chough Study Group) 
 

� Site based habitats and species management, e.g. WTWW and RSPB reserves; 
National Trust properties; National Nature Reserves and the Skomer Marine Nature 
Reserve (CCW); and other sites owned/managed by the partners. 
 
� Capital projects e.g. St David’s Airfield Heathland Restoration Project funded by the 

Welsh Development Agency 
 
� Milford Haven Waterway Environmental Surveillance Group. Partnership includes the 

oil industry, Dwr Cymru/Welsh Water and members of the Pembrokeshire Biodiversity 
Partnership 
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These and other projects and initiatives are already making an important contribution to 
national biodiversity targets for a range of habitats and species in the county. 
 
The LBAP will be delivered via individual Habitat Action Plans (HAPs) and Species Action 
Plans (SAPs).  Lead organisations/individuals will be identified to implement the action plans 
set out in the individual HAPs and SAPs, the production of which has been prioritised 
according to criteria set out in detail in Section 3.  A key part of the LBAP process will be 
monitoring and review of the LBAP as a whole and of individual HAPs and SAPs.  The 
successful implementation of these will require a partnership with local communities, 
industry, commerce and individuals. 
 
Links with other plans and strategies 
 
Local Agenda 21 is the principle means by which sustainability objectives will be met at a 
local level, and the LBAP will be at the heart of Local Agenda 21 in Pembrokeshire.  The two 
processes are inextricably linked. 
 
There are a number of strategic plans and initiatives, which provide mechanisms for 
delivering LBAP objectives and targets on a county-wide basis.  These include the Unitary 
Development Plan (PCC and PCNPA are the unitary development planning authorities for 
their respective areas and are jointly undertaking background plan work with a view to 
considering preparation of a joint UDP) and the National Park Management Plan. This is  a 
statutory document in which the National Park Authority will set out its policies, objectives 
and action plans for management of the Park and its resources. The LBAP is fundamental to 
this process.  
Mechanisms for ensuring similar integration with other plans and strategies include 
memoranda of understanding between partners, e.g. the Forestry Commission and the 
National Park Authority, and between CCW and the Ministry of Defence (MoD) and the 
MoD's Integrated Land Management Plans for its military training estate in Pembrokeshire.  
The Environment Agency Wales' Local Environment Agency Plans (LEAPs) are another 
mechanism by which the LBAP can be implemented. 
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2.  THE BIODIVERSITY OF PEMBROKESHIRE 
 
Physical context: geology and landform 
 
Pembrokeshire's geology and landform are very varied, especially on the coast. The open, 
exposed coast is dominated by rugged cliffs that rise to l00m. These are interspersed by 
sheltered bays and inlets, sometimes with wide, sandy shores, backed by sand dunes. 
Estuaries such as the Nevern, and the sheltered ria (drowned river valley) that is the Milford 
Haven Waterway and Daugleddau Estuary provide a sharp contrast to the dramatic cliffs of 
the open coast.  Away from the coast, the interior of Pembrokeshire is dominated by a gently 
undulating plateau that has been incised by numerous narrow steep-sided river valleys.  The 
largest of these, the Nevern and Gwaun Valleys, are the result of erosion by glacial melt-
water from the last ice age.  The Preseli Hills dominate the north of the county: essentially 
two main ridges (highest point 480 m above sea level) separated by the Gwaun Valley.   The 
northern slopes of Mynydd Carningli ridge sweep down to the coast between Fishguard and 
Newport whilst the northern slopes of Mynydd Preseli form the magnificent sweep of open 
heathland, bog and flushes that is Brynberian Moor. 
 
Geologically, parts of Pembrokeshire are very old. Pre-Cambrian rocks underlie much of the 
county, and outcrop as intrusive granites and lavas (again, volcanic in origin) in the St 
David’s area.  The older rocks such as the Ordovician and Silurian shales are characteristic 
of north Pembrokeshire.  Upwellings of igneous rock (volcanic in origin) formed the ridges of 
the Preseli Hills. The younger rocks of much of mid and south Pembrokeshire have eroded to 
produce the gently rolling plateau surface, which crosses Coal Measures, Old Red 
Sandstone of the Devonian period and, in the south, Carboniferous Limestone.  The 
limestone cliffs of the south Pembrokeshire coast exhibit classic erosion features such as 
caves, stacks, arches and "blow holes". 
 
The intertidal and seabed areas around the Pembrokeshire coast are equally varied.  
Shorelines below the sea cliffs vary from extensive rock platforms to cobble and shingle 
shores in remote caves.  Below low water mark, extensive "plains" of shell gravel and sand 
are interspersed by submarine cliffs, islets, rocky reefs and stacks. 
 
 
Biodiversity: Habitats and Species 
 
Pembrokeshire is the most westerly county in Wales, jutting out into the south-western 
approaches, at the southern end of the Irish Sea.  The strong influences of the sea, and the 
mild oceanic climate are reflected throughout the county in land use and farming as well as in 
habitats and species, many of which are globally restricted to western maritime areas. 
 
The inshore waters support populations of species that are typical of both cold, northern 
waters and warmer Mediterranean and Atlantic waters. Much of the seabed is swept by fast 
tidal currents. The topography of the seabed is as varied as that on land. The colourful plant 
and animal communities on underwater cliffs and rocky reefs range from dense forests of 
brown kelp, through meadows of red seaweed to turfs of sponges, sea squirts and 
anemones, amongst which starfish, sea urchins and crabs graze and scavenge for food. 
Rocky reefs and cliffs give way to gently undulating plains of sand and shell gravel, inhabited 
by a variety of surface and burrowing animals. 
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Bottlenose dolphins, harbour porpoises and grey seals share the water column with many 
species of fish, and also, at the bottom of the food chain, plankton.  Islands such as Skomer, 
Ramsey, Skokholm and Grassholm, together with parts of the mainland support many 
thousands of seabirds that nest on the cliffs or in burrows on the islands and feed in the 
coastal waters around Pembrokeshire. 
 
Inlets and estuaries range in size from the large Milford Haven Waterway and Daugleddau 
Estuary, one of the finest rias in the UK, to small inlets such as Solva. The southern shores of 
the Teifi Estuary form part of the northern county boundary.  The Milford Haven Waterway 
and Daugleddau Estuary has a particularly high biodiversity. Current swept underwater cliffs 
are characterised by diverse sponge communities, in contrast to sheltered estuarine muds 
that support many species of worms and molluscs, on which thousands of wintering waders 
and wildfowl feed.  Intertidal and subtidal eel-grass beds occur in the Milford Haven 
Waterway and shallow, muddy bays such as Angle Bay. Saltmarsh has developed in 
estuaries such as the Gann, Nevern and some of the bays and tributary streams (pills) of the 
Milford Haven Waterway and Daugleddau Estuary. One of only four examples of coastal 
lagoons in Wales occurs at the Gann, Dale. 
 
On the open coast, species diversity reflects the wide range of habitats, variation in aspect 
and degree of exposure to wind and salt, as well as the underlying geology.  Habitats include 
sea cliff grasslands and heath on the more exposed coastal slopes and cliff tops, sand dunes 
and, in the coastal river valleys, freshwater marshes and fens. 
 
Pembrokeshire’s sea cliffs, coastal slopes, cliff tops and headland support some of the finest 
sea-cliff heath and grassland to be found in the UK.  In spring, cliffs and headlands exposed 
to salt-laden winds are carpeted with familiar maritime species such as thrift, sea campion, 
sea plantain and spring squill.  Other common "cliff-top" species include birds-foot trefoil, 
kidney vetch, wild thyme and common centaury.  Grasses such as red fescue often form a 
soft, springy turf.  On more sheltered coastal slopes with deeper soils, bracken is 
widespread, often functioning as a "woodland canopy", beneath which woodland species 
such as bluebells, primroses, red campion, violets and stitchworts thrive.  On the bracken 
dominated treeless interior plateau of Skomer Island, masses of bluebells create a blue haze 
across the island in May. The spectacular cliffs are the haunt of choughs and peregrines. 
 
Away from the coast, much of inland, lowland Pembrokeshire is dominated by farmland.  
Traditional field boundaries, small copses and streams (often in narrow, steep-sided valleys 
that have cut into the plateau) provide vital corridors for plants and animals to move, linking 
larger areas of woodland and scrub, with fen and marsh on poorly drained valley bottoms. 
Additionally, the traditional Pembrokeshire earth stone banks and hedgerows provide 
valuable sheltered feeding habitats for small mammals such as bats.  
 
Woodland tends to be confined to marginal agricultural land, reflecting the pattern of 
intensive farming in the county.  Semi-natural broadleaved woodland is predominantly oak 
woodland.  Some of the finest examples of oak woodlands occur in the Gwaun and Nevern 
valleys and in the upper Daugleddau Estuary.  These support exceptionally rich lichen 
communities and populations of ferns e.g. hay-scented buckler fern. Pembrokeshire has 
important dormouse populations, and many of the woodlands have carpets of classic 
woodland flowers such as bluebell, wood anemone, wood sorrel and violets.  Virtually all oak 
woodland in Pembrokeshire is lowland rather than upland in character, reflecting the mild 
oceanic climate.  In the south of the county, pockets of ash woodland survive on base-rich 
soils overlying limestone.  Wood pasture is scarce in the country, and is now confined to a 



 7 

few areas in north Pembrokeshire.  It was once much more widespread and is particularly 
associated with the old estates.  Wood pasture is a distinctive habitat that is of particular 
value for lichens and invertebrates.  Individual trees can be 300-400 years old, although trees 
as old as this are now scarce.  
 
Lowland heathland occurs on coastal slopes and headlands, where it is locally extensive 
(e.g. St David’s Head) as well as on the ridges, slopes and in wide valley bottoms in the 
Preseli Hills.  Many of the inland commons in Pembrokeshire support dry and wet heath, 
often forming a mosaic with scrub, marshy grassland or fen.  Pembrokeshire's heathlands 
typically comprise a mixture of bell heather, common heather (or ling) and western gorse, 
with tormentil, heath bedstraw and grasses such as red fescue, common bent or, in wet 
areas, purple moor grass, rushes and sedges.  The slopes of the Preselis are characterised 
by naturally poor drainage leading to extensive linear flushes, frequently over base-rich 
boulder clays.  These flushes support many rare plants and invertebrates such as western 
butterwort, bog orchid, marsh club moss and slender green feather moss. They are also 
important for a range of invertebrates, notably the southern damselfly, for which the Preseli 
Hills are the Welsh stronghold. 
 
Pockets of species-rich neutral and calcareous grassland occur in parts of the county.  The 
military ranges at Castlemartin have the most extensive flower-rich "meadows" in the county.  
These are typified by species such as crested dog’s-tail, bird’s-foot trefoil, yellow rattle, black 
knapweed and cat’s-ear.  Road-side verges and church yards are important "refuges" for 
herb-rich grassland.  Wet marshy grassland dominated by purple moor grass and rushes is 
much more common.  This is frequently species-rich, with sedges, yellow flags, marsh 
orchids, devil’s-bit scabious and whorled caraway.  Marshy grassland or "Rhos pasture" is 
important for the marsh fritillary butterfly, a declining species across Europe.  On the slopes 
and ridges of the Preseli Hills, dry acidic grassland occurs, frequently forming a mosaic with 
heathland. 
 
Pembrokeshire has one of the highest densities of small lowland wetlands in Wales. These 
typically include rich fen communities characterised by plants such as meadowsweet, greater 
tussock sedge, greater pond sedge, purple loosestrife and marsh marigold. 
 
There are few large rivers in the county, although the Eastern and Western Cleddau 
combined have a significant catchment.  Otters are found throughout the catchment, as well 
as on most of the smaller rivers and streams in the county (and increasingly on the open 
coast).  The elusive water vole, immortalised in Kenneth Graham's "The Wind in the Willows" 
as "Ratty" is, however, rare in Pembrokeshire. Streams and rivers, sometimes frequented by 
dippers and grey wagtails, and their bankside and associated marshy and fen vegetation are 
vital wildlife corridors. Many watercourses support migratory fish such as sea trout and 
salmon as well as many species of aquatic invertebrates and flowering plants. Open water 
habitats have been considerably expanded over the past 30-40 years by agricultural irrigation 
reservoirs and new ponds.  Some of the more mature reservoirs support a variety of 
emergent aquatic vegetation and breeding birds such as little grebe. 
 
Irrigation reservoirs and ponds are integral features of many of Pembrokeshire's farms.  
Much of farming in the county (especially in the slightly warmer and drier coastal areas) is 
mixed; with arable root crops such as potatoes, as well as cereals and livestock.  Cereal field 
margins can provide important habitats for a wide range of so-called arable "weeds", many of 
which are now uncommon. They also support invertebrate populations of value in their own 
right, but also as an important food source for birds, such as skylarks, linnets and 
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yellowhammers, during the breeding season.  Winter stubbles provide valuable food sources 
for a range of finches, buntings, also skylarks and, on the coast, choughs. 
 
An often overlooked biodiversity resource is artificial structures e.g. buildings of various sorts.  
In Pembrokeshire, almost the entire populations of bats of all species known to occur in the 
county use buildings, ranging from castles and stable blocks to modern houses, at some time 
during the year.  Barn owls traditionally use barns and other out buildings.  Old stone walls, 
especially those which have been constructed from limestone and lime-based mortar, 
frequently support a diverse wall flora, notably ferns, and add an important dimension to the 
county's flora.  Closely associated with dwellings are gardens, which can also support a 
surprisingly rich biodiversity, from common garden birds to amphibians, dragonflies and 
damselflies associated with garden ponds. 
 
Pembrokeshire's biodiversity in a national and international context. 
 
Pembrokeshire is internationally important for many of its coastal, marine and lowland 
heathland habitats, and also of national importance for others, e.g. ancient semi-natural oak 
woodland. These habitats support numerous endemic species (i.e. species that occur only in 
Pembrokeshire), or species for which the county is one of only a handful of sites where they 
occur in the UK (or Europe). Some key species, for example greater horseshoe bat and barn 
owl, are not restricted to designated sites or key habitats and are closely associated with 
buildings and other man-made structures. Others, for example seabirds and choughs, 
contribute to the local distinctiveness of the county and many are good indicators of the 
general “health” of our environment. The national/international significance and importance of 
Pembrokeshire's biodiversity is reflected by the fact that circa 6% of the total land area is 
within Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI).  There are eight National Nature Reserves, 
wholly or partly within the county, together with Wales’ only Marine Nature Reserve, one of 
only three to be designated in the UK.  There are a number of Special Protection Areas 
(SPAs) designated under the EU Birds Directive, and candidate Special Areas of 
Conservation (cSAC) designated under the EU Habitats and Species Directive. These will 
form Pembrokeshire's, and part of the UK's, contribution to the European Natura 2000 
network. 
 
Whilst attention is inevitably focused on our rarer species, or on habitats that are 
covered by international or national designations for nature conservation, the more 
common species and habitats, and the potential of farmland and of urban spaces to 
contribute to biodiversity must not be overlooked. Our more familiar hedgerow flowers 
or garden birds are also indicators of the general health of the countryside, and losses 
of these should set biodiversity alarm bells ringing............... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


