Highworth Town Council
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3 Gilberts Lane

Town Clerk: Mrs D Rose Highworth
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www.highworthtowncouncil.gov.uk

Councillor Jane Milner-Barry janemilnerbarry@swindon.gov.uk

3" September 2025

Dear Jane,

Response to Swindon Borough Council’s Call for Potential Biodiversity Net Gain Sites
Proposed Site: Highworth Old Golf Course

Thank you for your email regarding Swindon Borough Council’s request for parish input into
potential sites suitable for registration on the Government’s Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) Site
Register. Highworth Town Council welcomes the opportunity to support the Building a Greener
Swindon initiative and is pleased to put forward the Highworth Old Golf Course as an ideal
candidate site.

1. Background and Supporting Evidence

The Highworth Old Golf Course is a 42-hectare site on the edge of the town, previously managed
as a municipal 9-hole golf course until its closure in 2019. It is designated as open space within
the made Highworth Neighbourhood Plan, listed as an Asset of Community Value, and widely
used by residents.

Evidence consistently demonstrates its potential:

]

The Preliminary Ecological Appraisal (RPS, 2022) found the site comprised mainly
poor semi-improved grassland with limited ecological diversity, making it a classic
“green desert.” However, it identified significant potential for biodiversity uplift through
creation of wildflower meadows, enhancement of existing woodlands, restoration of
ponds and wetlands, and strengthened hedgerows. The report concluded there was
clear “opportunity to significantly achieve Biodiversity Net Gain”.

The Highworth Old Golf Course Business Proposal (April 2025), prepared in
collaboration with Wiltshire Wildlife Trust, the National Trust, and local stakeholders,
sets out a sustainable long-term vision for the site. It proposed a community-led nature
park incorporating grassland restoration, wetland development, tree and hedgerow
planting, and ecological education facilities. This aligns directly with BNG goals and
Swindon Borough’s Green Infrastructure Strategy, including Building a Greener Swindon.
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¢ Swindon Borough Council Cabinet Report (4 June 2025): Recognised the strategic
importance of the site, noting potential as a country park and biodiversity reserve.
Swindon Borough Council’s own ecology advisors recommended that biodiversity and
green infrastructure options be fully evaluated before alternative uses were considered.
Notably stating ‘Even in its current state of relatively low-intervention management,
HOGC “offers quite a unique and special open space to local people, providing ‘access
to nature’ and opportunities for health and recreation. From its former life as a high
maintenance, manicured golf course, it is now beginning to develop into a more
naturalised space with the potential to deliver far more for wildlife. It is worth
considering that across the country there are currently myriad Habitat Bank and
‘rewilding’ projects aiming to achieve much of what HOGC is already beginning to offer
through cessation of golf course management, and few in such a favourable location to
offer so many additional public benefits”.

The Regulation 18 Local Plan Review evidence base highlights deficits in natural green space in
the north, the importance of the Mid Vale Ridge, and the need to strengthen ecological networks
all of which this site directly addresses.

2. Why the Old Golf Course is an Ideal BNG Site

21 Scale and Connectivity

At 42 hectares, the site is significantly larger than most alternative options available in the
parish or wider borough. This size offers a rare opportunity to create large-scale habitat mosaics
combining species-rich meadows, woodland edges, wetlands, and hedgerow corridors in a way
that smaller sites cannot achieve.

The Swindon Borough Council Ecology Report (4 June 2025) stresses the importance of
improving ecological connectivity across the Borough. The Regulation 18 Local Plan evidence
on Green Infrastructure and Ecology (SBC, 2025) further emphasises this need, particularly in
northern Swindon. The Old Golf Course directly supports this aim by forming a natural
biodiversity corridor linking Stanton Park Local Nature Reserve (1.69km south) with surrounding
farmland, hedgerows, and existing broadleaved woodland identified in the Preliminary
Ecological Appraisal (RPS, 2022). By strengthening these links, the site would provide habitat for
pollinators, nesting birds, bats, reptiles, amphibians, and protected species such as dormice
and great crested newts.

2.2 Connectivity with Nationally Designated Recovery Areas

Natural England’s Local Nature Recovery Strategy (LNRS) mapping identifies land to the east,
south, and west of Highworth, including the Old Golf Course itself, as a priority area for
ecological recovery. The LNRS area effectively wraps around Highworth, with the Old Golf
Course forming a central part of this recovery corridor.

o
1

RO rA
CCM - M AWARD SCHEME ) ) - y :
" QUALITY Twinned with BEAe Twinned with
FAIRTRADE

insetute of Cemetery and the voice of markets Wassenberg Pontorson

“rematorium Managoment



In addition, the North Meadow Cricklade Zone of Influence (as mapped by Cotswold District
Council) extends east and south from Cricklade, reaching the south-western corner of the Old
Golf Course. This overlap demonstrates that the Old Golf Course lies at a critical ecological
junction, where the nationally important North Meadow influences meet the LNRS recovery
areas.

Together, these two designations and the findings of the Regulation 18 Local Plan Evidence Base
—Landscape and Ecology Reports (SBC, 2025) make the Old Golf Course a vital stepping-stone
for wildlife, providing functional connectivity between Natural England’s identified recovery land
and the internationally significant hay meadows at Cricklade. Protecting and enhancing the Old
Golf Course would therefore not only deliver local biodiversity net gain but also strengthen
regional ecological networks of national and international importance.

Detailed records of species observed on the Old Golf Course, set out in Appendix A and B,
demonstrate that despite its current low-diversity grassland baseline, the site already supports
a wide range of wildlife. This further emphasises its role as a functional ecological link between
Natural England’s Local Nature Recovery Strategy areas and the North Meadow Cricklade
sphere of influence.

The made Highworth Neighbourhood Plan (2015-2026) and its update, Neighbourhood Plan 2
(2025), designate the site as protected open space and in part Local Green Space (LGS) in the
NHP2. The maps within these documents (see Figure 1: Highworth Neighbourhood Plan — Open
Space Map and Figure 2: Regulation 16 Draft Map of Nature Recovery Areas) illustrate how the
land provides:

e Agreen buffer preventing urban sprawl and maintaining Highworth’s identity as a hilltop
market town.

e An ecological stepping-stone between existing woodlands, farmland, and watercourses.

e A community asset, designated as an Asset of Community Value, reinforcing its dual
role for biodiversity and recreation.

Swindon Borough Council also identifies Highworth’s elevated position on the Mid Vale Ridge as
a key landscape feature, within Local Plan Policy EN5 (Landscape Character and Historic
Landscape) seeking to conserve its open setting, views, and landscape sensitivity. The
Highworth Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Plan (2006) further reinforces this,
highlighting the importance of green open space on the town’s edges including the Old Golf
Course site as vital to the landscape setting of the Conservation Area and to long-distance
views across the Upper Thames Valley.

Taken together, the LNRS, SBC’s biodiversity priorities, and the Neighbourhood Plan mapping
demonstrate that the Old Golf Course is not an isolated parcel but a critical ecological and
landscape hub within Swindon’s wider green infrastructure. With appropriate investment and
stewardship, the site could become a flagship biodiversity net gain site, anchoring ecological
recovery in northern Swindon while meeting local and national policy objectives.

The Old Golf Course is uniquely positioned to deliver on all three LNRS priorities, particularly in
the northern part of the Borough where habitat fragmentation has been identified as a key
ecological challenge.
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3. Capacity for Biodiversity Enhancement

The Old Golf Course site contains ancient woodland blocks and historic hedgerow networks,
which provide critical ecological corridors for species movement and habitat connectivity.
These features underpin the site’s biodiversity value and align with Swindon Borough Council’s
identification of the Mid Vale Ridge as a sensitive landscape where natural assets should be
safeguarded (Policy ENS5).

The appraisal specifically identified opportunities to:

o Improve grasslands: Much of the sward is species-poor, but with appropriate soil
management, reseeding, and sympathetic mowing regimes, these areas could be
transformed into wildflower-rich meadows, providing forage for pollinators and nesting
habitat for ground-nesting birds.

¢ Enhance existing ponds and ditches: Small waterbodies present on site have the
potential to be restored as wetland features capable of supporting amphibians
(including great crested newts), dragonflies, damselflies, and water voles. Sensitive
management, such as de-silting and buffer planting, would significantly increase
ecologicalrichness.

e Strengthen hedgerows and woodland edges: Established oaks, birch, hazel, and ash
copses already support birdlife. Extending and reconnecting these features would
create linear wildlife corridors, essential for bats, dormice, and other small mammals.

The Highworth Old Golf Course Business Proposal (2025) builds on these ecological
recommendations with a suite of projects explicitly alighed to Natural England’s Biodiversity Net
Gain metric, including;:

o Large-scale wildflower meadow creation, targeting former fairways, to reverse local and
national losses (noting that 95% of wildflower meadows have been lost in the UK since
1945).

¢ Wetland development in low-lying areas to deliver biodiversity uplift and provide natural
flood resilience.

o Hedgerow planting and gapping-up schemes to strengthen ecological connectivity.

¢ Installation of biodiversity infrastructure (bird boxes, bat boxes, reptile hibernacula,
insect hotels) to support species richness from invertebrates to top predators.

¢ Community orchard and native tree planting, delivering both ecological and social
benefits.

The LNRS also prioritises these very interventions particularly the restoration of grasslands,
enhancement of wetlands, and reinforcement of hedgerow connectivity in the north of the
Borough. The Old Golf Course therefore presents an unparalleled opportunity to deliver locally
significant actions with measurable ecological outcomes.
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4. Policy Alignment

The Old Golf Course is strongly supported by, and aligned with, policy at national, borough, and
parish level.

National Policy - Biodiversity Net Gain (2024)

From January 2024, the Environment Act made 10% Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) mandatory for
all major and minor developments (with some exemptions). Registering the site would allow
developers across the Borough to achieve their obligations locally rather than offsetting
hundreds of miles away, retaining ecological and economic benefits in Swindon.

Swindon Borough Council - Regulation 18 Local Plan Evidence Base (2025): The Local Plan
evidence base identifies significant need for ecological restoration, flood resilience measures,
and expansion of accessible natural green space in the north of the Borough (SBC, 2025). The
Old Golf Course directly responds to these evidence-based needs.

Swindon Borough Council - Green Infrastructure Strategy

SBC’s Green Infrastructure Strategy highlights the importance of large-scale nature parks to
serve growing populations, particularly in the north of the Borough where Highworth and
Blunsdon are experiencing development pressure. The Old Golf Course is ideally placed to
deliver this policy aim. Its transformation into a managed biodiversity site would support
Swindon’s objectives of:

e Expanding accessible natural green space.

o Enhancing ecological connectivity between strategic sites (e.g., Stanton Park, the River
Cole corridor).

e Building climate resilience through flood mitigation, carbon storage, and cooling effects.

Swindon Borough Council - Cabinet Report (4 June 2025)

The Cabinet papers specifically considered the future of the Old Golf Course. While one option
involved residential development, the report also acknowledged the site’s strategic ecological
value and community importance. Importantly, SBC’s own ecology advisors recommended
exploring biodiversity and recreational uses before final decisions. This demonstrates clear
recognition at Borough level of the site’s potential as a flagship for biodiversity enhancement
and community wellbeing.

Neighbourhood Planning Policy
The site is firmly protected within local planning policy:

o The Highworth Neighbourhood Plan (2015-2026) desighates the land as open space and
a vital part of the town’s green infrastructure.

e The Highworth Neighbourhood Plan 2 (Regulation 16 Draft, 2025) goes further,
identifying the site within the emerging Local Nature Recovery Strategy (LNRS) maps as
a key opportunity area for ecological restoration and climate adaptation.

e Both Plans stress the importance of maintaining Highworth’s separate identity,
preventing coalescence with Swindon, and safeguarding green buffers roles which the
golf course performs uniquely well.
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The Highworth Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Plan (2006) recognises the open
land to the south-west of the town, including the golf course, as critical to landscape character
and long-distance views across the Upper Thames valley. Protecting and enhancing this site
therefore directly contributes to statutory conservation duties under the Planning (Listed
Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990.

5. Conclusion and Recommendation

The Highworth Old Golf Course is uniquely positioned to deliver meaningful biodiversity net gain
for Swindon Borough. Supported by ecological evidence, a robust community-led business
plan, strong resident backing, and Swindon Borough Council’s own ecological policy direction,
the site meets every criterion for inclusion on the Government’s BNG Site Register.

Highworth Town Council strongly recommends that the Old Golf Course be prioritised as a
flagship biodiversity net gain site for the Borough.

We look forward to working collaboratively with Swindon Borough Council, ecological advisors,
and local partners to progress this proposal.

Yours sincerely

J Mty

Councillor Julie Murphy

Highworth Town Council
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Appendix A: Flora and Fauna Recorded on the Highworth Old Golf Course
Total species recorded: 172 (general site records) + 141 (Wiltshire Botanical Society survey,

2024)

Category

Species Recorded

Birds

Tree Creeper, Barn Owl, Blackbird, Buzzard, Chaffinch, Chiffchaff, Carrion
Crow, Fieldfare, Green Woodpecker, Goldfinch, Great Tit, Greater Spotted
Woodpecker, Heron, Jay, Long-tailed Tit, Magpie, Mistle Thrush, Raven, Red
Kite, Robin, Rook, Skylark, Song Thrush, Warbler, Wren, Yellowhammer, Pied
Wagtail, Tawny Owl, Little Owl, Snowy Owl, Kestrel, Greenfinch, Linnet, Blue
Tit, Pheasant, Partridge, Wood Pigeon, Sparrowhawk, Common Whitethroat,
Blackcap, House Sparrow, Dunnock, Jackdaw, Lesser Black-backed Gull,
Starling, Corn Bunting, Coal Tit, House Martin, Stock Dove, Herring Gull, Red-
legged Partridge, Canada Goose, Mallard, Goldcrest, Cuckoo, Redwing,
Bullfinch, Swift

Flowers

Bee Orchid, Blue Violets, Buttercup, Celandine, Common Spotted Orchid,
Creeping Thistle, Daisy, Dandelion, Early Purple Orchid, Forget-me-not, Lady’s
Smock, Pyramidal Orchid, Ragwort, Welted Thistle, White Violets

Mammals &
Other Animals

Fallow Deer, Roe Deer, Vole, Hedgehog, Muntjac, Rabbit, Hare, Fox, Stoat,
Bats (multiple species)

Butterflies &
Moths

Brimstone, Burnet Moth, Comma, Garden Tiger, Gatekeeper, Large White,
Marbled White, Meadow Brown, Orange Tip, Painted Lady, Peacock, Peacock
Caterpillar, Red Admiral, Ringlet, Skipper, Small Heath, Small Skipper, Small
Tortoiseshell, Small White, Speckled Wood

Other Insects

Bees (including Honey Bee, Bumble Bee, Mason Bee, Solitary Bee), Flies,
Black Oil Beetle, Hornet, Ladybirds, Wasp, Hornet Mimic Hoverfly, Cinnabar
Moth Caterpillar, Roesel’s Bush Cricket, Emperor Dragonfly

Alder, Ash, Aspen, Elder, English Oak, Field Maple, Hawthorn, Blackthorn,

Field Plants

Trees Hornbeam, Horse Chestnut, Manna Ash, Poplar, Willow, Seedling Apple,
Sessile Oak, Silver Birch, Sycamore, Wild Cherry
Bramble, Crab Apple, Damson, Dog Rose, Dogwood, Holly, Elder, Elm, Ivy,
Hedgerow & ||Cow Parsley, Great Willowherb, Hogweed, Kidney Vetch, Lady’s Bedstraw,

Meadowsweet, Nettle, Reedmace (Bulrush), Rosebay Willowherb, Teasel,
Verbascum, Brooklime, Fritillary (Snakeshead, Yellow), Spindleberry, Rosehip

Water-based

Tadpoles, Common Newt

Fungi, Lichens

Amber Sap, Blushing Rosette, Collared Earthstar, Common Sunburst Lichen,

& Slime Crystal Brain Fungus, Dog Slick Slime Mould, Dotted Ribbon Lichen, Hooded
Moulds Sunburst Lichen, Hooded Rosette Lichen, Moss Bell, Wax Cap, Shield Lichen
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Appendix B: Wiltshire Botanical Society Survey (June 2024)
Total species identified: 141

Category Selected Species Recorded
Trees & Field Maple, Sycamore, Horse Chestnut, Alder, Hazel, Hawthorn, Ash, Aspen,
Shrubs Grey Poplar, Wild Cherry, Blackthorn, Pedunculate Oak, Wych Elm, English Elm,
Willow spp., Elder, Crab Apple, Apple, Bramble, Dog Rose, Dogwood
Yarrow, Garlic Mustard, Meadow Foxtail, Sweet Vernal-grass, Cow Parsley,
Parsley-piert, Lesser Burdock, Lords-and-Ladies, Daisy, Cuckooflower, Common
Flowers, Knapweed, Enchanter’s Nightshade, Creeping Thistle, Marsh Thistle, Spear
Herbs & Thistle, Pignut, Herb-Robert, Meadow Buttercup, Bulbous Buttercup, Creeping
Grasses Buttercup, Selfheal, Oxeye Daisy, Bee Orchid, Common Spotted Orchid,
Cowslip, Yellow Iris, Meadow Barley, Yorkshire Fog, Meadow Barley, Jointed
Rush, Soft Rush, Hard Rush, Smooth Sow-thistle, Prickly Sow-thistle, Hedge
Woundwort, Lesser Stitchwort
Ivy, Cleavers, Ground-ivy, Hogweed, Great Willowherb, Meadowsweet, Ribwort
Other Plantain, Greater Plantain, Curled Dock, Broad-leaved Dock, Wood Dock,
Plants Germander Speedwell, Brooklime, Spotted Medick, Common Sorrel,
Bittersweet, Tall Fescue, Giant Fescue

Source: Expert site users (notably M & K Saunders, K. Donoghue) and Wiltshire Botanical
Society (2024).
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