Submission from the Ouston and Urpeth Conservation Volunteers

Benefits of the English Nature/Chester-le-Street Pilot Study 2002-2004/5

The Ouston & Urpeth conservation group was formed 9 years ago under the leadership of a locally based lecturer in arboriculture. Under his guidance the group began working on several conservation based activities within the local community, including a major hedge planting project, a circular walk and a tree nursery. The benefit of his qualified leadership and the skills acquired in these formative years gave the group the confidence to continue their work after he left Ouston in 1999. However, it soon became clear that the enthusiasm of the early years was starting to fade and the group was in need of a new initiative in order to stimulate the members.

The appointment of the Biodiversity Project Officer under the English Nature/Chester-le-Street Pilot Study in 2002 gave the group the stimulation it needed. Not only did it give us an additional path to local funding sources but also a contact point for good conservation practices. With the help and advice of the Project Officer we obtained permission to take over the management of nearby woodland and within the last two years have created a wetland area, planted a wildlife hedge, improved footpaths and carried out some selective felling. This has provided biodiversity benefits for wildlife and made significant access improvements for the local community. The advice given by the Project Officer proved invaluable in the success of this project. 

The two and a half years of the Pilot Study has also provided us with several courses including water vole surveying techniques, otter holt building and bat identification. The bat identification course has resulted in a bat roost monitoring programme at an Ouston site.  The project has also provided the group with nest boxes which we have placed within in our woodland regeneration scheme. 

Prior to the English Nature/Chester-le-Street Pilot Study there were only two acknowledged conservation groups in the Chester-le-Street district – one at Bournmoor and ourselves at Ouston. Ouston has always maintained close links with the Bournmoor group and regularly exchanged ideas and attended joint events. The formation of five new environment groups under this English Nature/Chester-le-Street initiative and their establishment into the Federation of Environment Groups has provided Ouston, and the other member groups, with a major opportunity for representation on the development of the local Community Strategy. The newly created Federation also provides the opportunity for groups to trade ideas and to share resources and skills. The Ouston & Urpeth group has already provided assistance with a community garden at Pelton Fell and has donated trees from our own nursery. The Federation is presently making an application to the Heritage Lottery Fund for the funding of a project which will involve all seven member groups. This combined approach would not have been possible without the English Nature/Chester-le-Street Pilot Study initiative. 

Conclusion

The Ouston & Urpeth Conservation Volunteers believe that the English Nature/Chester-le-Street Pilot Study has been a complete success.  The benefits to our group can be summarised as follows:

Providing an important source of information and professional guidance for group projects

The provision of training to improve member skills

A valuable source of new project funding

Providing Health and Fitness activities

Formation of the Chester-le-Street Federation of Environmental Groups
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