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Solihull Habitat and Nature Improvements Project

This value-for-money £1.8m project was completed in spring 2020 to conclude an 
ambitious three-year programme of habitat creation and ecological enhancement 
schemes in over 20 publicly accessible green spaces within urban areas of Solihull in the 
West Midlands. targeting:

• grasslands
• wetlands
• woodland management
• tree planting

The project was conceived in 2017 as an application to the European Regional 
Development Fund under Priority Axis 6d, made by Solihull Metropolitan Borough 
Council’s Conservation of the Historic Environment, Landscape Architecture, Urban 
Design and Ecology team. 

The schemes would benefit wildlife and local people through a series of improvements 
comprising four wetlands, five grasslands, twelve woodlands and tree planting. Some 
access improvements were also included and interpretation boards installed at all sites.

About the project
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Water body formed autumn 2018 alongside the River Cole Cover of grant application document 2017



Project aim:  delivering biodiversity and connecting habitats

…three of the four wetland 
schemes were delivered… 

…four of the five meadow 
translocations…

… 450 trees, 700m of 
hedgerow and 2,000 
square metres of thicket 
planted …  

…eight of the twelve 
woodlands thinned…

…and 25 different 
interpretation boards 
installed

The project aimed to make interventions to increase the capacity of the natural environment across 
the region by creating better opportunities for natural habitat in public open spaces. This was a rare 
opportunity to carry out biodiversity enhancements on such a scale across Solihull’s parks. 

It is a project which directly addresses the biological diversity crisis and exemplifies the delivery of 
measurable biodiversity net gains. Standardised methodologies are being used to measure and 
monitor ecological improvements; baseline surveys were conducted at all sites and these will be 
repeated on an annual basis.

For woodlands and grasslands, condition monitoring assessments developed by Warwickshire 
Wildlife Trust are used, which were specifically adapted for Warwickshire from Natural England’s 
SSSI condition monitoring assessments. 

For all wetland schemes a combination of geomorphology surveys, water quality measurements 
and macroinvertebrate surveys are being used to establish ecological enhancements.

The project contributes to the Council’s green infrastructure network and to the implementation of 
its Climate Change Prospectus. 

Map showing distribution of sites in the original application

The project  started in 2017 but the bulk has been implemented within the scope of LI Awards 2020 between July 2018 and July 2020…
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Woodland 
management

Important woodland management was carried 
out in twelve of the borough’s woodlands to 
create healthier places and protect the long term 
future of the woods’ diverse ecosystems. 
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Woodland management :  approved plans of work

The series of woodland works were informed by management plans which were approved 
by Forestry Commission licences. Work programmes provided a thorough and robust analysis 
of impacts, risks, and benefits, recommending thinning, felling, production of rides and 
glades, bramble removal, and replanting. 

Consultants: Pryor & Rickett Silviculture Ltd
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Woodland management :  implementation

Fenced timber stockpile outside of woodland

To deliver improvements to structural and species diversity the contractors adhered 
to the woodland management plans which had been Forestry Commission 
approved. 

Works included selective thinning, coppicing, management of invasive species, 
creation of rides, glades and ponds, supplementary planting of native trees, shrubs 
and wildflowers, and retention of fallen and standing deadwood.  

Work began in early 2018 at four woodlands, and another eight woods were 
improved during the winter of 2018/19. Some large machinery was brought in to 
selectively remove trees which were unhealthy or preventing other trees from 
thriving. This improved the woods so that they contain trees of a variety of species, 
ages and heights, giving opportunity for varied wildlife habitat. 

Some felled timber was retained to provide opportunities for beetles and invertebrates

Contractors: 2018 – HFN Landscapes Ltd / 
Jonathan Cook Forestry Services Ltd
2018/19 – Fairways Contracting Ltd

Work taking place in Yorks Wood in November 2018.
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Letting in light at Yorks WoodStanding deadwood 
checked and retained

Woodland management :  creation of glades

Selective tree removal allowed light into the woodland floor to encourage 
ground flora which in turn supports pollinating insects such as bees and 
butterflies. This management of our woodlands ensures that they have more 
variation in structure, age and species of trees which will increase their 
biodiversity – attracting and supporting a greater range of wildlife and plants.

The removal has revived the distinct vertical structure – canopy, shrub, field and 
ground layers. Thinning the canopies has created the necessary space and light 
to enable trees to prosper and allow the next generation of saplings to establish. 
It has also opened glades and rides, creating areas that will attract completely 
different flowers and wildlife from the rest of the woods.

The woodland structure diagram shows the layers and how opening up the 
canopy allows light in. Most woodland butterflies are sun-loving insects and 
the majority only breed in open rides and glades which provide warm and 
sunny microclimates. Bats also use rides for hunting attracted by the richer 
insect life.

Felling larch

Contractors: 2018 – HFN Landscapes Ltd / 
Jonathan Cook Forestry Services Ltd
2018/19 – Fairways Contracting Ltd

The thinning works allowed light into the 
woodlands enabling species such as bluebells to 
flourish at Yorks Wood in May 2019



Woodland management :  access improvements

As all sites within this project are within public open space, the benefits to human 
health and well-being was considered in the design development. Footpath 
improvements were included  as supplementary works, enabling better access to 
nature. Improved stone paths, boardwalks, sleeper bridges, gate replacement and 
interpretation were all included where possible .   

Path works public notice 2019

8 Contractors: 2018 – HFN Landscapes Ltd / 
Jonathan Cook Forestry Services Ltd
2018/19 – Fairways Contracting Ltd

Stone paths resurfaced 2019Gate replaced Bills Wood 2019

Boardwalk replaced adjacent to woodland pond in Palmers Rough 2019



Grassland

Green hay was imported from local SSSI 
meadows managed by Warwickshire Wildlife 
Trust with the aim of creating floristically diverse 
wildflower areas to improve the biological and 
landscape value of our park grasslands. 
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Connectivity

Five separate plans were drawn 
up for the parks to be improved.
Two of the sites were adjacent to 
project wetland and woodland 
locations, providing greater 
connectivity between local 
habitats.

Contributing to the big picture

With the aim of helping to 
address the national reduction in 
species-rich grassland, five sites 
totalling 30 hectares of public 
open space were earmarked for 
improvement.

Grassland:  meadow creation

Typical grassland works plan
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Translocation

In liaison with Warwickshire 
Wildlife Trust it was agreed that 
green hay could be cut and  
redistributed from their local SSSI 
meadows. Thereby establishing 
floristically diverse wildflower 
areas to improve the biological 
and landscape value of our park 
grasslands. 



Cutting and baling

Grassland:  green hay translocation

Assessments of our existing meadows 
indicated low species diversity and 
limited ecological value. To enhance 
the meadows local SSSI donor sites 
were selected from which species-rich 
wildflower green hay was harvested, to 
capture a variety of native wildflowers 
and grass species just as they were 
shedding their seed. This green hay was 
transferred to the parks prepared by 
cutting and harrowing. 

Contractors: Ventureserve Ltd
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Spreading SSSI hay in Elmdon Nature Park in August 2018Harrowing



Grassland:  future management

Managing our meadows
Management plans were drawn up as 
part of the project and agreed with 
the council’s Public Realm team. 

The continuity of annual 
management is critical to ensure the 
meadows continue to develop into 
biodiverse grassland. 

The meadows will receive an annual 
hay cut between July and August, the 
best time for both wildlife and 
practical hay making considerations. 

Parts of the meadow may be left 
uncut so that late flowering species 
can seed and to provide refuge for 
insects and small mammals.

Aqueduct Road meadow 2020Colebrook Road meadow 2020

Colebrook Road before Aqueduct Road before
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Four wetland schemes have taken place covering 
over 2 hectares of habitat creation, improving  
Kingshurst Brook and its tributaries, enhancing 
the water quality of the catchment of the Cole 
and regional Tame Valley.

These schemes re-naturalised the watercourses  
including introduction of meanders, weir 
removal, installation of large woody debris and 
gravels, along with planting and the construction 
of ponds and reed beds.

Wetland
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Wetland: Fordbridge Road Reed Bed - Babbs Mill Park

Diversion of poor quality water into new reed bed 
before reconnecting to the River Cole

This reed bed was created alongside a persistent poor quality 
connection into the River Cole. A basin was hollowed out of the 
gravelly soil to form a new water body and the area transformed with 
reeds and other wetland plants.  The channel has been deflected into 
the new reed bed so that natural filtration will help to remove 
pollutants before it connects into the river. 

The Cole is a tributary of the River Tame, subject of the Tame Valley 
Wetlands Nature Improvement Area.

Contractors: Forkers Ltd
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Little egret on new reed bed 2018 

Developing reed bed 2019Water body formed autumn 2018

Established planting 2020



Wetland: Hatchford Brook – Olton Jubilee Park

Naturalisation of canalised watercourse, excavation of 
meanders, bankside planting and seeding

Hatchford Brook through Olton Jubilee Park was heavily engineered in the 
1980s resulting in a uniform channel with steep banks and straight sides. The 
aim of this project was to re-naturalise the brook to improve the morphology 
and water quality of the brook in order to increase biodiversity. 

In autumn 2019 over 50 tonnes of concrete were broken out and removed 
including slabs from the stream bed and sides, and four steps which 
obstructed the passage of wildlife. 

The brook has now been restored to a natural stream profile including 
meanders, introduction of gravels and streamside wildflowers and grasses. 
Sections of the banks have been re-profiled with a shallow gradient on the 
outside bank and a steeper profile on the inside of the meander allowing 
natural erosion and deposition processes to operate.

Plain concrete channel at 
start in September 2019

Bank re-profiling and planting works The river-washed gravels provide improved conditions for fish such as three-
spined stickleback and invertebrates such as damselflies

Consultants: GIP Ltd
Contractors: Ebsford Environmental Ltd
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To diversify the watercourse of Low 
Brook alongside Alcott Wood, four 
pieces of large woody debris were 
installed into the banks.

The timbers were taken set aside 
from the adjacent woodland 
management works. 

These will add variation to the 
structure and flow of the brook, and 
provide cover and perches for insects, 
birds, amphibians and mammals. 

Wetland: Low Brook – Alcott Wood

Installation of large 
woody debris 

Large woody debris being installed summer 2018Low Brook after installation

Contractors: Poplar Tree Landscapes Ltd
16



17

Wetland:  Meriden Park Wetland Improvements

Removal of weir and lake, and 
naturalisation of Kingshurst Brook

This scheme transformed Kingshurst Brook where it runs 
through an urban park before connecting into the River 
Cole, an important link of the Tame Valley Wetlands 
Nature Improvement Area. The scheme thereby 
contributes directly towards restoration and enhancement 
of wetland biodiversity in Solihull and the wider region. 

In the 1970s a weir was built alongside the footbridge over 
Kingshurst Brook to form a lake in Meriden Park. However 
the weir became an obstacle to the movement of aquatic 
life, and the lake gradually collected sediment which left 
poor water quality and an ongoing requirement to remove 
the silt. 

In 2019 works were carried out to make the park a 
healthier habitat for wildlife and a better amenity for local 
people by removing the weir and allowing the brook to 
flow naturally through the park. With the water level 
dropped, parts of the former lake area have been formed 
into new habitat for wildlife including wet woodland, reed 
beds, a wet meadow, and ponds. The water's edge 
planting scheme includes reeds and other marginal plants 
that will absorb pollutants and adapt to changes in the 
water level. Black poplar trees have been included in the 
planting scheme as these are rare locally.

Brushwood bank reinforcement in October 2019.

Exposed silt in the former lake Amphibious vehicles progress works 2019

Contractor feedback: ‘Its been a real pleasure and a great 
journey’ (Ebsford Environmental Ltd 2019)

Consultants: JBA Consulting Ltd
Contractors: Ebsford Environmental Ltd



Local parks and local nature reserves were the focus of this tree planting 
project with proposals developed in collaboration with local support groups. 

The planting was designed to:

• Enhance biodiversity by using predominantly native trees and shrubs, 
but also ornamental plants where they provided for pollinators, 
seasonal interest for wildlife and people and resilience.

• Provide shade and shelter in open landscapes.

• Maintain and restore local character such as parkland trees in the 
former Elmdon Manor Estate, restoring hedges and hedgerow trees, 
and using local species characteristic of the Warwickshire landscape.

Native, locally characteristic trees such as small leafed lime, planted as 
parkland trees to restore the former Elmdon Manor Estate.

Tree planting:  Elmdon ward

The Elmdon Ward tree planting created new habitat for wildlife by adding 
450 trees, 700metres of hedgerow and a fifth of a hectare of thicket.which
includes hazel, hawthorn, dogwood, holly and guelder rose, to help 
establish green corridors for the benefit of birds and other wildlife. 

Contractors: Dobson UK LLP

The trees and shrubs were chosen for their value for wildlife and to increase 
biodiversity, including trees such as oak, field maple, lime, birch and rowan. 
Native trees and shrubs were planted, with some ornamental and fruit trees, 
to create and strengthen a range of habitats. As well as their value for 
wildlife, the trees enhance the landscape by adding structure, variety of 
form and seasonal change. 
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The provision of interpretation boards at each of the sites improved as part of this 
project was fundamental to the design.  To strengthen the project in the long term 
we aimed to communicate effectively what the reasons for the interventions and 
what we were aiming to achieve. 

For the sustainability of the project, information on each element was presented to 
park users through individual lectern signboards.  Each panel provides detail on the 
background of the project, the funding source, aims and objectives and examples of 
plants, animals, birds and insects that can already be seen in the spaces or which may 
be seen as a result of the interventions.  

The boards are seen as part of the improved accessibility to nature which is so 
important for human health and well-being. 

Interpretation boards

Sign manufacturers: Border Signs & Graphix Ltd
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Project delivery: Value for money

The council’s 50% match funding 
made innovative use of Section 106 
biodiversity offsetting contributions 
with additional funding from the 
Environment Agency to lever a further 
£900k of ERDF funds, doubling the 
project value to £1.8m. By using grant 
funding and Section 106 monies the 
project has not impacted on council 
tax payers. 

Added value has been built in by 
provision of management plans 
developed by the council ecologists. 

European Regional Development Fund

The project received match funding from the ERDF as part of the European Structural and Investment Funds Growth Programme 2014-2020. The Ministry of Housing, 
Communities & Local Government is the Managing Authority for ERDF. Established by the European Union, ERDF funds help local areas stimulate their economic 
development by investing in projects which will support innovation, businesses, create jobs and local community regenerations.

The project funding has enabled economical 
contribution towards delivery of the objectives 
of council strategies and plans:
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The council’s landscape architects and ecologists 
delivered the project to its conclusion in 2020, and 
through multi-disciplinary working with internal and 
external partners, consultants, contractors and others, 
the aims of the project were met. 

We worked collaboratively with the Environment 
Agency to help deliver targets of their water 
catchment management plan and improve water 
quality. Warwickshire Wildlife Trust were also strategic 
partners pushing the regional agenda. The northern 
sites link into the Tame Valley Wetlands Partnership 
Nature Improvement Area. 

Project delivery: Team working

Liaison with specialist consultants JBA Consulting and 
contractors Ebsford Environmental (both meeting us 
on site here) was vital in delivery of the Meriden Park 
Wetland works delivered in 2019.

Strategic partnership with Environment Agency and 
Warwickshire Wildlife Trust (site working here) built in 
confidence of regional thinking and solidified the 
governance of the project through their representation 
on the project board monthly steering group. 

Solihull MBC Sustainability Engagement Officer at 
shared display with Warwickshire Wildlife Trust at 
Meriden Park event

Sincere thanks to all PROJECT PLAYERS

Contractors:
Dobson UK LLP
Ebsford Environmental Ltd
Fairways Contracting Ltd
Forkers Ltd
HFN Landscapes Ltd
Jonathan Cooke Forestry Services Ltd 
Poplar Tree Landscapes Ltd
Ventureserve Ltd
Sign manufacturers:
Border Signs & Graphix Ltd 
Consultants:
Environment Agency
Forestry Commission
GIP Ltd
JBA Consulting Ltd
Pryor & Rickett Silviculture Ltd
Warwickshire Wildlife Trust
Solihull MBC teams:
Communications
Engineers
Public Realm
Sustainability Engagement
Conservation of the Historic Environment, 
Landscape Architecture, Urban Design 
and Ecology team

Through responsible team working a holistic 
view was taken of all habitats within Solihull’s 
parks and open spaces. The project improves 
connectivity of biodiversity and enhances 
green infrastructure, providing a framework 
for future reinforcement. 
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Project delivery: communications

.A series of public information exercises and notices were used to explain the project. As 
well as local letter drops and school visits, large infographic images were displayed to 
inform the public. 
Co-operation with in-house marketing and education colleagues delivered community 
engagement, school assembly presentations and site visits to promote engagement and 
understanding of the project.

Forest School links as described in council press

Positive feedback:
A big thank you for the council 
taking the time to making our parks 
great again!’ (Solihull resident 2019)

Infographic for wetland scheme
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Project delivery: community involvement

The project contributes greatly to the 
environmental quality of Solihull and to its 
communities’ quality of life, health and well-being.

An event was held during a weekend to 
explain the felling of a hectare of invasive 
grey poplar in one woodland. It was well 
received and important to be able to 
explain the reason why this work was 
going to be carried out. 

Site visits by local schools (primary, secondary and 
special) were made to the woodlands in particular to 
explain the management work. 

Whilst the majority of the work was delivered 
by specialist contactors there was a significant 
volunteer involvement. Five different 
community organisations have contributed 
over a thousand hours of voluntary 
conservation time to the project. 
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Project legacy

Further ERDF funding to improve biodiversity has 
been successful; Wildlife Ways is a £16.8m 

programme of projects aimed at further 
connecting green infrastructure and improved 

wildlife sites, promoting active travel across Solihull 
and utilising sustainable modes of transport.

Think globally – act locally

Stronger links with community 
groups, volunteers and 

improved multi-stakeholder 
working

The next stage

Continue partnership working with 

Environment Agency, 

Warwickshire Wildlife Trust

and other key players 

Contribute to Solihull Council Plan 2020-2025: 

‘Enhance Solihull’s natural environment’

‘Action climate change declaration’

Promoting access to nature

Interpretation boards
New and improved paths

Benefits to human well-being as 
well as enhanced biodiversity

Exposing hidden nature and 
restoring landscape character

100 hectares of 
improved habitat

Project sustainability

Management Plans 
developed for each of the 

sites by the council’s 
ecologists to ensure best 

practice stewardship 
beyond project 

completion

Grassland enhancement
Woodland management

Water quality improvement
Tree and shrub planting
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