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Marston Vale Trust, along with a wide range of national and local
partners, is  now responsible for planning and delivering the Community
Forest.  As Chairman of the Trust, I welcome you to the review of the
Forest of Marston Vale Plan.  

The purpose of this review is to update the policy, partnership and
resources framework within which the Forest is being created and to
assist the implementation process. 

The review involved comprehensive consultations, including discussion
papers informed by public focus groups, expert working groups, a
questionnaire survey, a conference and the experiences of the Team.

I am pleased that the outcome of this review is a concise, strategic
document developed from the existing Forest Plan.   This plan
emphasises the key role of partnerships in creating the Forest and a
commitment to monitor and review the process.

My sincere thanks go to all who are involved in creating the Forest of
Marston Vale and helping to transform the area for us all.  The key roles
of the Countryside Agency, Forestry Commission and Bedfordshire
County Council are particularly acknowledged. 

Fiona Chapman
Chairman - MVT.

Forest of

Marston Vale Plan
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Introduction

To many people the word “forest”
conjures up an image of dense,
closely grown trees, stretching as
far as the eye can see.  Eight
hundred years ago, in mediaeval
times, it meant something quite
different.  Then, the great forests
of England were not only trees,
but a magnificent mix of woods,
heaths, farmland, wetlands, ponds
and streams.  Here also were
settlements - hamlets, villages and
small towns - where people lived
and worked.  Today, the concept
of Community Forests is breathing
new life into this ancient meaning
of the word.  This echo from our
past is now set to become a

signpost to a better future.
Community Forests cover large
areas around the edges of towns
and cities.  They are not
continuous plantings of trees but a
rich mosaic of wooded landscapes
and land uses including farmland,
villages, leisure enterprises, nature
areas and public open space.  The
overall vision is to create well-
wooded landscapes for wildlife,
work and education, with new
opportunities for recreation, all on
the doorstep of half of England’s
population.

The Forests for the Community
programme, which consists of 12
Community Forests in England is
now over five years into

implementation.  Established by
the Countryside Agency (then the
Countryside Commission) and the
Forestry Commission in
partnership with a wide range of
local partners, much has been
achieved in the first few years.  In
total over 6,000 hectares of new
woodland planting has been
created, along with numerous
benefits to the landscape and to
local people.  Importantly,
Community Forests have become
a mainstay of environmentally led
regeneration and sustainability.

The 12 Community Forests are:
Forest of Avon around Bristol

Forest of Mercia in south 
Staffordshire
Great North Forest in south Tyne
and Wear and north-east Durham 

Great Western Community Forest 
around Swindon 
The Greenwood north of 
Nottingham

Forest of Marston Vale between
Bedford and Milton Keynes

Mersey Forest on Merseyside

Red Rose Forest in Greater 
Manchester
South Yorkshire Forest near 
Sheffield 
The Tees Forest around Cleveland 

Thames Chase to the east of 
London
Watling Chase in south 
Hertfordshire/north London

Each Community Forest has a
non-statutory plan, approved by
Government, which describes the
proposals for developing each
forest over the next 30 years and
which guide subsequent
implementation.

community forests a national initiative
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In each forest the Countryside
Agency, the Forestry Commission
and 58 local authorities have
appointed dedicated project teams
to oversee implementation.  Many
other national and local
organisations from the public,
private and voluntary sectors have
become involved and are now
supporting the partnerships.  All
are valued partners, critical to the
success of the forests.

aim and objectives

The aim of the national
programme of Community Forests
is to achieve major environmental
improvements around towns and
cities.  They will be attractive
areas, rich in wildlife, with
associated provision for access,
leisure and education, thereby
making them better places in
which to live, do business and
enjoy leisure time.

The corporate objectives agreed
by the Department of
Environment, Transport and the
Regions and the Ministry of
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food
which each Community Forest has
adopted are:
• to regenerate the environment 

of the Green Belt and equivalent
areas, where it is public policy to
keep it open, and help to ensure
that it is permanently green and
open;

• to improve the landscape of the 
area, including reclamation of 
derelict land, to create a visually
exciting and functionally diverse
environment;

• to increase opportunities for 
sport and recreation, including 
artistic and cultural events, and 
access;

• to protect areas of high quality 
landscape or historical or 
archaeological interest;

• to protect sites of nature 
conservation value and create 
new opportunities for nature 
conservation;

• to provide new opportunities 
for educational use of the area, 
and ensure the mosaic of 
habitats in the forest can be 
used for the full range of 
environmental education needs 
of the surrounding schools. Also
to ensure that urban schools are
not disadvantaged in meeting 
the needs of the National 
Curriculum;

• to protect the best agricultural 
land and increase opportunities 
for farm diversification 

elsewhere in accordance with 
Government agricultural and 
local planning policies;

• to establish a supply of timber 
and other woodland products;

• to achieve a high level of local 
community commitment to the 
concept and involvement in its 
implementation;

• to give public and private sector
confidence in the long-term 
prospects for the area and to 
provide a proper base for 
investment.  To improve the 
environment near housing and 
local industry and to increase 
the value of properties and 
businesses;

• to seek private sector support to
implement the forest and to 
invest in leisure and other 
relevant service sectors;

COMMUNITY FORESTS -  A NATIONAL INITIATIVE
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• to create jobs in the new 
woodland industries, both 
management of woodland and 
use of the raw materials.
To create jobs in the leisure 
industry developed in and 
around the Community Forest.  
To sustain other local jobs by 
providing an outstanding 
environment as a comparative 
economic advantage over 
competitor areas; 

• to complement the 
Government’s priorities for
inner cities, by providing for 
associated leisure and open 
space needs at the physically 
closest locations;

• to remain flexible in the light of 
changes, such as in the leisure 
market.

In 1998 the DETR carried out an
evaluation of the first five years
of the Forests for the Community
programme.  The conclusions were
positive and confirmed the success
of the first years of implementation.

It also confirmed that the 14
objectives remained valid.

Existing tree cover within the 12
forests at the start of the
programme averaged 6.9%, with
an average of 170 hectares of
woodland planted each year.  The
central aim is to increase tree
cover to about 30% over a 40
year period.  This implies a
significant increase in tree
planting.  In the first five years,
6,000 hectares were planted
throughout the 12 forests.

Current policy
framework

As the Community Forests
develop, so too does the policy
framework which embraces them.
Community Forests have
pioneered an approach to
regeneration through community-
based partnerships that give them
life well into the 21st century.
They are well placed to respond to
future policy changes across a

broad spectrum of interests,
including environmental, economic
and social.

Internationally, the Rio Earth
Summit of 1992 acknowledged
the essential nature of forestry for
the well-being of the planet and
marked the first ever global
agreement on forest principles.
The need to make future
development sustainable was
clearly recognised.  Community
Forests embrace the government’s
four objectives for sustainable
development:
• social progress which recognises

the needs of everyone;

• effective protection of the 
environment;

• prudent use of natural resources;  
and

• maintenance of high and stable 
levels of economic growth and 
employment.

Nationally, the Government has
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begun a programme of devolution
in Scotland and Wales, and
regionalisation in the creation of
regional development agencies in
England.  There has also been an
increasing emphasis on
‘sustainability’ as a fundamental
attribute of government-funded
regeneration and development
programmes.  The Community
Forests offer the regional
development agencies a tried and
tested model that combines a
strategic mechanism for delivering
environmental improvement
alongside sustainable economic
regeneration.

Community Forests operate in a
climate of Common Agricultural
Policy reform through Agenda
2000 which is designed to pave
the way for European Union
enlargement and to address
international trade concerns by
bringing EU farm prices nearer to
world market prices.  This
simplification of the Common
Agricultural Policy is a further step
towards decoupling farm support
from production, and pave the
way for a new “second pillar of
the CAP” designed to promote
environmental action, forestry and
rural development.  

The introduction of the new Rural
Development Regulation provides
the framework for making rural
development a “second pillar” of
the CAP as more resources are
diverted from mainstream CAP
support.  The Regulation is a small
step in the transition towards fully
integrating agricultural policy with
rural policy to meet the
environmental, social and

economic needs of rural areas.
The Regulation brings together
nine separate measures into a
single framework which provides
the foundation on which to build
a long term, integrated, rural
policy, linking agriculture, forestry
and support for the wider rural
economy.

Countryside Agency 

On 1 April 1999 the Countryside
Commission became the
Countryside Agency, merging with
the national functions elements of
the Rural Development
Commission.  The Countryside
Agency is the new statutory body
working:
• to conserve and enhance the 

countryside;

• to promote social equity and 
economic opportunity for the 
people who live there; and

• to help everyone, wherever they
live, to enjoy this national asset.

The Countryside Commission’s
publication England’s Trees and
Woods (1993) which expresses
the Agency’s overall policy remains
valid as an overall context for
increasing tree cover in England.
This policy embraces multipurpose
forestry which is the foundation of
the England Forestry Strategy and
the work of the Community
Forests.  A new policy context for
the regeneration of the
countryside in and around towns,
Linking Towns and Country, was
published in March 1999, in which
the multi-purpose, strategic,

community-based partnerships
pioneered by Community Forests
are flagships.

The Countryside Agency’s
objectives cover the full breadth of
sustainable development - social,
economic and environmental - and
the Agency intends to use
Community Forests to test
innovative approaches.  The urban
and rural white papers to be
published in 2000 will be very
important in setting the context
for this work.  The broader
framework brought about by
merger with the Rural
Development Commission will
allow the Countryside Agency to
make full use of the Community
Forests as test-beds for a wide
range of policies.

Forestry Commission

The Government decided
following devolution that the
Forestry Commission would
continue to be the department
with responsibility for forestry
throughout Great Britain.  The
Forestry Commission is now
organised to meet the
requirements of devolution with
structures in place to serve the
needs of England, Scotland and
Wales, while drawing upon central
resources where needed.  These
arrangements allow the Forestry
Commission to develop policies
tailored to the particular needs
and circumstances of each
country.  In England this will
involve building on the England
Forestry Strategy, launched in
December 1998.
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The England Forestry Strategy sets
out the Government’s strategic
priorities and programmes over
the next five to ten years.  It
demonstrates the strengthened
commitment to social forestry in
England as well as focusing on
areas of greatest opportunity and
need.   The strategy has four key
programmes: Forestry for Rural
Development; Forestry for
Economic Regeneration; Forestry
for Recreation, Access and Tourism
and Forestry for the Environment
and Conservation.  The delivery of
these programmes can be greatly
assisted through the Community
Forest programme and the Forests
will remain major partners with
the Forestry Commission in
achieving these goals.  The
Community Forests are therefore
seen as a major delivery
mechanism to achieve large scale,
multi-purpose, sustainable forestry
where it is most required.  

Forest Enterprise, together with
the Forestry Commission, have set

up the Land Regeneration Unit,
with the aim of greater
involvement in restoring derelict
land, targeting, where possible,
within the Community Forest
areas.  This innovative approach is
opening up a significant number
of opportunities where substantial
areas of new woodlands are
already planned or under way.

The Countryside Agency and the
Forestry Commission remain
committed to the Forests for
Community programme.  Their
role as national lead partners will
be fundamental to the programme.

Funding Regimes

Creating Community Forests is not
dependent upon large-scale
changes in land ownership.  The
main approach is to encourage
farmers, landowners and
businesses to consider the
opportunities which the forests
might present.  At the same time,
the essential role that productive
and profitable farming will
continue to have for the
landscape, wildlife and recreation
within the community forests will
be fully recognised.

Finance for the development of
Community Forests comes from a
number of sources.  Grants from
the Forestry Commission, the
Countryside Agency, MAFF, the
DETR and other bodies help with
planting, management, restoration
of derelict land and provision of
facilities for sport and recreation.
Further money comes from local
government and industry.  Private

investment will be attracted from
companies who see a market
potential such as those for wood
products or in the leisure sector.
Resources from the voluntary
sector have an equally valuable
role.  Sound business partnerships
are one of the keys for those
responsible for planning,
developing and managing a
Community Forest.

Since the establishment of the
programme, Community Forests
have drawn in substantial funds
from other sources such as the
National Lottery, Europe, landfill
tax, business sponsorship,
developers’ contributions for
projects on the ground, and
donations from charitable trusts
for land acquisitions and tree
planting.  The gearing ratio, for
example, of the Countryside
Agency’s expenditure on
Community Forest teams and
project work is excellent.  The
forests are well placed to make the
most of new funding opportunities,
offering strategic vision, local,
regional and national partnerships
and a proven record of delivery.

Conclusion

The Community Forest programme
will cover a 40 year period to
2030 but some improvements are
already tangible.  We will not reap
all the advantages in one lifetime,
but significant benefits will flow
from the early years.  Community
Forests will be a legacy for the
future, to be used, cherished and
enjoyed by our children and future
generations.
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A Vision
for Marston Vale

Introduction
The Forest of Marston Vale is a
concept a long-term vision and
the Forest Plan presents a
framework for action over the
next 40 years.  Looking back over
the progress since work began in
1995, it is clear that much can be
improved in the short term, whilst
some changes may take many
years.  However, the future of the
Marston Vale should be developed
with an understanding of its
landscape, cultural and economic
history.

A Joint Initiative
The Forest of Marston Vale is a
joint initiative of Bedfordshire
County Council, Mid Bedfordshire
District Council, Bedford Borough
Council, the Countryside Agency
and the Forestry Commission.

Delivering the
Forest of Marston Vale
Since the establishment of Forest
of Marston Vale, the initiative has
been administered through
Bedfordshire County Council with
the Forest Team being employed
by the authority.  It was
recognised that this would not be
appropriate in the long term and
alternative methods of managing
the Community Forest and
employing the Forest Team were
investigated. 

Research suggested that the most
suitable approach would be to set
up a limited company at the time
when the nature of Countryside
Agency funding would change, in
2005 - when the Team would
need to be more self-sufficient.

However, when the bid to the
Millennium Commission for the
Millennium Country Park was
successful, attention was focussed
on the organisational structure
required to take the project
forward, through development
and the subsequent running of the
site.   Advice at this time pointed
to an arrangement where a charity
would hold the land and develop

the site and a trading company
would then run the centre and site.

Thus, in November 1997 the
Marston Vale Trust - a company
limited by guarantee with
charitable status was formed.
Marston Vale Trust has a board of
nine Trustees who are drawn from
partners and organisations within
the Vale (current members will be
listed in the Forest of Marston
Vale’s Annual Report).  A trading
company, Marston Vale Services
Limited - wholly owned by the
Trust - was formed in March
1998.  This allowed for the
development and running of the
Millennium Country Park.  It also
presented the opportunity to
realise the long-term
organisational structure in a much
shorter time scale than was
originally intended.

Marston Vale Services Limited now
has a contract with Bedfordshire
County Council to deliver the
objectives of the Forest of
Marston Vale on behalf of the
wider partnership.  This company
will also run the operations at the
Millennium Country Park.  The
bringing together of these two
initiatives offers a real opportunity
for the future of the Community
Forest.  As well as providing a
focal point for wider Forest
activities, the Country Park should
raise funds that will contribute to
Forest work and help reduce the
reliance on the Countryside
Agency and other funding
organisations.

forest of marston vale
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Mission Statement

The Forest of Marston Vale is
working in partnership towards
a long-term vision of a varied
countryside within a woodland
framework for the benefit of
everyone.



The Forest Plan

The Forest of Marston Vale Plan is
a non-statutory document. The Plan
presents an agreed framework and
approaches to delivering the
Community Forest. It explains the
means of implementation and
identifies key players in securing
that action. There are other
documents produced by the Forest
Team that supplement the Plan
such as tree planting and access
strategies. Detailed annual
business plans will be particularly
important as they will define
project targets and resource needs
for a given year. These business
plans will provide the detail that
will achieve the aims and
objectives of the Forest Plan. 

Land use decisions will clearly be
important for the future of the
Forest and such decisions will be
taken by the planning authorities,
in the context of the planning
framework set out in the statutory
development plans.  No proposals
in the Forest Plan can override the
policies contained in these
statutory plans.  However the
Forest Plan should be:
• a material consideration used 

to inform the preparation of 
statutory development plans;

• a material consideration in
determining planning 
applications for development 
within the Forest boundary;

• a tool to achieve Forest 
objectives through programmes 
of action and implementation;

• a tool to support and 
strengthen positive policies 
which enhance the countryside.

Preparation of
the revised Plan

The Plan was prepared by the Forest
Team on behalf of the partner
organisations and after extensive
consultation with as wide an
audience as possible. 

The consultation process
consisted of:
• a community questionnaire 

circulated to over 62,500 homes
in and around the Marston Vale;

• community ‘focus groups’;

• technical specialists and expert 
‘working groups’; 

• discussion papers circulated to a
wide range of local and national
organisations, local farmers and 
landowners, parish councils, 
schools, voluntary organisations 
and individuals living in the area; 

• a Forest Plan Review 
Conference held in April 1999. 

The review process culminated in
a draft plan which was circulated
to key partners, stakeholder
organisations and was available for
public inspection at local libraries
throughout the area and in the
Forest Office. 

Statutory development
plans in Marston Vale

Many other policies are important
to the future of the Forest and of
particular relevance are the
statutory land use plans, prepared
by the local planning authorities,
which determine the development
framework for the Marston Vale.

The regional context for Marston
Vale is set by the Regional
Planning Guidance for the
Southeast (Department of the
Environment 1994) which is being
updated at the time of writing.
This includes specific reference to
community forests and their role
in upgrading landscape and nature
conservation interests and
improving opportunities for leisure
and recreation.

The Forest area is covered by one
strategic plan, the Bedfordshire
County Structure Plan
(Bedfordshire County Council
1997) which looks forward to 2011. 

Within this context, Mid
Bedfordshire District Council Local
Plan (1993) and Bedford Borough
Council Local Plan (1993) set out
detailed land-use policies for their
areas, these are currently in the
final stages of review.  The
Minerals and Waste Local Plan
(Bedfordshire County Council
1996) guides the future of
minerals and waste disposal
operations in the Forest area.

These plans contain policies
addressing countryside issues,
employment and housing
development and are viewed as
vital strategic tools that can help
deliver the objectives of the Forest
of Marston Vale.  Both plans
include policies supporting the
Forest aims and objectives and
which seek to gain meaningful
benefits for the Forest through the
planning system.  The Forest Team
will work with relevant committees,
planners and developers to secure
these benefits.
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View of the Marston Vale.

Forest of the Marston Vale-
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Structure plans. Boundaries are
indicative only
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surface water strategy for the Vale
has been produced in partnership
with the Bedford Group of
Drainage Boards and others.

Of particular note is the Strategy
for the Marston Vale (1993) which
was produced by the Marston Vale
Partnership which included the
three local authorities, Shanks &
McEwan, Hanson Brick and
National Power.  It proposed a
programme of environmental
improvement work within the

Vale to be achieved through
private and public sector
partnership.

The Forest Boundary

The Forest of Marston Vale covers
an area of 61 square miles
between Bedford in the north and
the M1 near Milton Keynes, in the
south.  It is bounded by the
Greensand Ridge to the east and
by the Bedfordshire Clay Ridge to
the west.
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Other strategies
supporting the
Forest of Marston Vale

Other strategies and plans also
provide guidance or a framework
that influence Community Forest
work.  These include the England
Forestry Strategy, the East of
England Development Agency
Strategy, the Environment
Agency’s Local Environment
Action Plans and relevant
Biodiversity Action Plans. A
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Land Use in the Vale

Nearly 75% of land within the
Forest is in agricultural use. Arable
production is predominant and
farm size is an average of 100
hectares. The Vale also includes a
range of habitat types, such as
ancient woodland, neutral
grassland, acid grassland, and a
variety of wetlands including
expanses of open water, some
used for recreation.

Other land uses include villages
and urban edge, mineral
extraction, brick making, landfill
and transport infrastructure.

Population
and accessibility

Within the Forest of Marston Vale,
there are approximately 25,000
people, mainly living in 19 villages.
About 145,000 people live on the
edge of the Forest, predominantly
in the urban area of Bedford and
Kempston, and a further 500,000
live within a 20 minute drive of
the forest, including the population
of Milton Keynes, one of the
fastest growing areas in Europe.

Access to the Forest area is
generally good, with the mainline
rail link from London passing

through the heart of the Vale and
roads through the Vale providing
the main access to Bedford from
the M1 motorway.  Some of these
links pass through or close to
degraded land, clay extraction and
landfill sites, resulting in a poor
image for the area.

Rural areas within the Forest
benefit from a limited public
transport service. The Marston
Vale rail line offers regular services
from the nearby conurbations of
Bedford and Milton Keynes to
seven stations within the Vale and
both Stewartby and Millbrook
stations link directly to the cycle
trails and footpaths within
Marston Vale Millennium Country
Park.  However this important
service does not operate on
Sundays. 

Sustainable
Development in
the Marston Vale

The concept of sustainable
development is pivotal to shaping
the future of the Marston Vale.
This means managing the existing
resources in a way which respects
places, benefits local communities
and ensures future generations are
able to use and enjoy the Vale in
the same way.

We will work towards:
• encouraging local pride, 

community commitment and 
active participation from people 
who live and work in the 
Marston Vale and its visitors;
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• achieving the long-term target of
30% woodland cover by securing
opportunities as they arise, 
promoting stewardship of the 
land and obtaining the resources
to deliver viable woodland 
creation and other countryside 
management projects;

• promoting awareness and 
enjoyment of the countryside to
help boost a sense of ownership
and caring for the area;

• increasing the number of 
attractive spaces, places and 
routes for people to enjoy
in the countryside of the 
Marston Vale;

• developing accessible and safe 
ways for people to explore the 
countryside on foot, cycle or 
horseback -promoting access for all;

• improving the landscape and 
physical links between the urban
areas and sites within the Vale, 
thereby increasing the 
opportunities for people to 
enjoy and experience the 
surrounding countryside;

• identifying and maximising the 
opportunities for attracting 
investment, including that from 
sponsorship, the Lottery, 
partnerships, grants, the  private
sector and  landfill tax;
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Landfill sites are areas for future tree planting

The Forest of
Marston Vale

offers
opportunities for

extensive
sustainable

improvements to
shape the future

of the Vale.

• securing meaningful benefits 
through the planning system 
that enhance the landscape, 
wildlife and recreational 
potential of the Vale.



Introduction

This chapter looks at the
landscape and cultural heritage
issues in the Forest of Marston
Vale.  The first section assesses the
whole Forest landscape and
proposals for its improvement are
put forward.  More specific
assessments and proposals are
then outlined for four different
zones of the Forest - the Clay
Ridge, the Brickfields, the Urban
Fringe, and the Greensand Ridge /
Eastern Vale.  Proposals are not
exhaustive but indicate the priority
areas of work.  A section on
cultural heritage and archaeology
is at the end of the chapter.

Marston Vale
Landscape Assessment

The Forest of Marston Vale is a
clearly defined geographical area
that covers the Vale itself and
some of the low ridges to the west
and east. It has a gently undulating
topography and is predominantly
an open and moderately intensively
farmed arable landscape.

Farmland covers over 70% of the
Community Forest and typically
constitutes large arable fields
bounded by open ditches or
closely trimmed hedges that often
have large gaps.  The loss of elm
trees from hedgerows had a
significant impact on the Vale
landscape during the 1960’s and
1970’s and currently ash and oak
hedge trees are showing signs of
stress or over maturity with
dieback and defoliation.  Pasture,
pony paddocks and set aside land

offers some contrast to arable
fields.  Recent Forest projects such
as the development of
conservation field margins,
improved hedgerow management
and tree planting are helping to
improve the agricultural landscape
in places.

There are several areas of
predominantly broadleaved
woodland in the Vale and the
Greensand Ridge and its slope are
more heavily wooded.  The
relative isolation of many Vale
woods makes them very important
landscape features and the
wooded ridge provides a contrast
when viewed from the Vale floor.
The new woods at Brogborough
Hill and Wootton have now
matured sufficiently to provide
additional landscape features.  The
agricultural land to the west and
east is distinguished by smaller
copses and overgrown hedges or
remnant hedges that contrast with
the closely cut ones. 

The effects of the brick making
industry are still very apparent
with the Stewartby works, empty
and water filled pit sites and belts
of screening poplars being the
most visible features. The extent
of the impact of the brick industry
is most visible from the two Vale
railways and the raised ground of
the ridges.  Another afteruse of
the pits is landfilling and this has
provided three significant domed
landforms on the floor of the Vale.
The most visible recent changes to
the pit sites have been planting
around some of the pit edges and
the felling and restocking of some
of the poplar belts.

The nineteen villages in the Vale
are typically areas of housing
constructed over the last forty
years spreading out from the old
village centres.  Much of the new
housing does not reflect the
design and building materials
traditionally used in this area.
Recent village edge development
is of stark appearance when
compared to the surrounding
countryside and there has been
little or no continuity of layout or
building design in recent times.
Some villages such as Cardington
and Stewartby have retained their
original identities but development
pressure will continue to cause
concern for many communities in
the Vale area.  The Forest Team
has been active in promoting
village enhancement work and
schemes such as those in Wilstead
are now starting to mature and
provide benefits to local people.

The Bedford urban fringe has
changed dramatically over the last
five years with the construction of
the southern bypass and the infill
development that has followed it.
These changes are presenting a
raw edge to the open countryside
to the south, which includes
virtually the last typical riparian
pasture landscape associated with
the Elstow Brook.  The bypass and
associated traffic increases have
led to increased noise, and in the
future this should be mitigated by
extensive tree and shrub planting
along the new road.

Other transport corridors have
significant landscape impacts on
the Community Forest area.
There are a number of very busy

landscape and cultural heritage

13



trunk roads with their associated
lighting, garage services and
signage.  Two railways cut through
the Vale and one of them is
elevated in sections.  There is also
a network of other minor roads.
There have been some transport
corridor planting and hedge
management projects over recent
years that will have a mitigating
effect on the traffic impacts.

Forest wide proposals for
landscape changes 
• Landscaping tools such as the
landscape character assessment
and strategies from the local
planning authorities will be used
for guiding the landscaping
work of the Forest Team.  The
Countryside Agency’s Local 
Heritage Initiative will provide a
valuable resource at a more local
level.

• It is acknowledged that better
quality agricultural land will
continue to be used for farming
and that small scale tree planting 
and hedgerow improvements will 
be most suitable in these areas.

• A diversity of habitat types is
attractive and has wildlife and
amenity benefits.  Where
appropriate, tree planting will be 
complemented by grassland,
waterbodies, wetlands, scrub and 
hedges to create this diversity.

• Existing woodlands are to be
targeted for expansion by planting
or natural regeneration. The
linking of woods will also help to
create the mosaic of tree cover
and other land use types that the
Forest Plan is seeking to achieve.

• Improved hedgerow
management will be encouraged
throughout the Vale.  This will
include the planting of new
hedges, planting of suitable
hedgerow trees to replace elms
and poor oak and ash; the
development of conservation field
margins; and the encouragement
of less intense cutting regimes.

• The Forest Team will seek to
secure meaningful on and off-site
landscape gains from development
schemes in the Community
Forest.  These should be
appropriate to the scale and
location of the development. This
will be done by establishing good
working relationships with
planning officers and, where
appropriate, developers and
ensuring that Community Forest
aims and objectives are fully
understood. 

• Transport corridors will be
targeted for tree planting and
other landscaping work.  This will
need to be a mix of tree belts,
new woodland blocks, grassland,
wildflowers and other features to
create diverse and interesting
aspects for road and rail users.

Longer views and points of
interest should not be obscured.

• Work will be done to secure
new woodlands close to
settlements.  These will be planted
as buffers and screens to newly
developed edges and to provide
recreational and amenity
opportunities for local residents.
Other new habitats such as
grasslands will also be encouraged
to provide landscape diversity and
other benefits. Villages will require
strong perimeter planting and
networks of landscaping within
the built areas.  There needs to be
a clear Forest identity in the core
settlements and this will be
developed by planting.  Raw built
edges resulting from housing and
other development will need
buffering and new woodlands
should have recreation and
amenity value.  Views in and out
of villages need to be retained and
on an intimate landscape level,
features such as bulb or wildflower
areas and art works will add
interest.  The Forest team will
work with local communities,
Parish Councils and others in
developing a ‘Village Greening’
programme.
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Landscape Zones

The past work of the Forest Team
has been guided by strategies and
prescriptions set for tree planting
in the different landscape zones in
the Vale.  However the value of
this targeted approach has been
considerably weakened by the
difficulties in securing planting
opportunities throughout the
Forest.  Factors such as land
value, development potential and
agricultural policies have been
influential.  This has meant that a
more reactive approach has been
needed to develop new woodland
areas although the priorities set
out in the first Plan have been
followed where possible.  For this
reason the objectives and
proposals for landscape zones are
to be less prescriptive.  To help
address this issue a separate
detailed woodland creation
strategy has been produced by
the Forest Team to provide a

framework of options and
objectives that will improve the tree
planting work within the Forest.  

The following sections refer to
four key areas of the Forest:
• the Clay Ridge and associated 

plateau area to the west of the 
Vale.  This is an undulating rural
area with the contrasting built 
up areas of Cranfield and the 
University at its centre.  Farms 
have retained a significant part 
of the earlier field patterns in 
some areas but tree cover is 
largely restricted to spinneys 
and screen planting with the 
exception of a handful of old 
woodlands such as Holcot and 
Wootton Woods;

• the Brickfields in the core of the 
Vale.  Land between the A421 
and the A6 and stretching from 
the M1 to Kempston.  This is 
the heart of the Forest of Marston
Vale and is dominated by clay 

pits and their varying afteruses, 
transport infrastructure and 
expanding village settlements;

• the Urban fringe wrapping 
around Kempston and Bedford.
Characterised by a raw and 
expanding urban edge, 
transport infrastructure and the 
riparian corridors of the Ouse 
and the Elstow Brook.  Gravel 
extraction is an important land 
use to the east of Bedford;

• the Greensand Ridge, its scarp 
and the arable land to the east 
of the Vale.  The Ridge provides
the most wooded area in the 
Community Forest and the east 
Vale is good agricultural land 
with much remaining evidence 
of estate management
practices.  It is quite open in 
nature, affording excellent views 
of the Cardington Hangars, and 
settlements located towards
the Ouse. 
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Clay Ridge and Plateau

Assessment
Tree planting and other work
affecting the landscape in this area
needs to take farming and village
influences into account.  On
farmland the strengthening of the
hedgerow network will improve
field patterns and provide wildlife
corridors.  Field corner planting
and hedgerow trees will also help
to develop a more intimate
landscape.  Particular attention
needs to be given to trees on the
skyline and associated slopes
where strong features such as
woodlands can add interest and
emphasise landforms. 

The slopes to the east of Cranfield
are an important backdrop to the
Vale where substantial areas of
woodland will be required to
complement the landfill restoration
and to buffer the edges of the
village.  In this area there is much
scope for increasing the areas of
existing woodland and linking
other features such as hedgerows
and spinneys. 

Villages such as Wootton and Cranfield

have expanded significantly over
recent years and will continue to
do so.  It is important that building
design and landscaping combine
to provide an attractive interface
with the surrounding countryside
but not detract from the better
views both in and out of the
villages.  Significant new woods
around villages will have recreational
and amenity value as well as
contributing to the local landscape.

Proposals
• The area to the south east of
Cranfield will be targeted for
planting so that wooded links can
be established between the
Brogborough landfill site, Marston
Thrift and Cranfield. Further wildlife
links will be encouraged to create
a continuous network of landscape
and wildlife interest that includes
Holcot and Salford Woods.

• The parkland to the south of
Cranfield is one of the best
examples of this land use type in
the area and has great landscape
significance.  The Forest Team will
work towards securing its future
and developing management
proposals that will do this.

The Brickfields

Assessment
This is the core area of the Vale
where there is a need to secure a
higher level of new planting than
elsewhere in the Community
Forest.  The derelict land and pits
associated with the brick industry,
expanding settlements and busy
transport links require substantial
planting to offer landscape,
wildlife, recreation and amenity
benefits.  The largely flat nature of
the Vale floor means that the
landscape design element of new
woods is less important than in
the more undulating areas.
However the landscape value of
larger woods will be significant
when the Vale is viewed from the
ridges.  The relationship of new
woods with open waterbodies
such as Stewartby and
Brogborough lakes will be very
important and a mix of waterside
landuses including open land,
wetlands and woodland should be
developed.
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Farmland to the west of Cranfield.

The legacy of brick making in the Marston Vale.



The new domed landfill forms at
Elstow, Stewartby and
Brogborough are crucial elements
of the Brickfields zone and will
need particular attention.
Substantial tree cover will be a
feature of these sites and this
needs to be integrated by
additional planting on the
surrounding flat areas. 
Existing tree screens are an
important element of the Vale
landscape and will need
reinforcing and adding to where
necessary.  Poplar belts are a
screening feature around many of
the pit sites and many of the trees
are in poor health.

Woodland planting and other
landscape work will play an
important role in lessening the
impact of transport corridors in the
Brickfields. Routes such as the
A421 and the elevated Bedford to
London railway offer the first
views of the Community Forest for
many people coming into the area
and it is important that the
impressions gained are favourable.
Substantial tree and shrub planting
will encourage a sense of place
but wider views need to be
retained particularly where
features such as lakes, the
Greensand Ridge and church
towers can be seen. 

Farming is still important in this
area and is characterised by large,
open fields surrounded by ditches
and over trimmed, sparse hedges.
Opportunities for larger scale farm
woods will be sought and farmers
will be encouraged to introduce
more sympathetic hedgerow
management.  Copses, spinneys,

ponds and a wider diversity of
grassland could all help to improve
the Brickfields landscape and will
be encouraged. 

The development of the new
settlement at the Elstow Storage
Depot will provide opportunities to
secure significant woodland
planting and to develop
landscaping ideas for the internal
areas of the settlement.   

Proposals
• The Team will work with
landowners to secure a higher
proportion of woodland planting
in this area than the more
agriculturally productive land to
either side of the Vale.  All land
types will need to be targeted to
deliver the level of planting
needed and landscape impacts of
project work will need to be
assessed from both the Vale floor
and elevated positions on the
ridges.

• Poplar belts and other existing
tree belts will be managed to
develop stronger and more natural
screens for clay extraction and
landfilling operations. 

• The Team will work with the
landfill operators and minerals and
waste planning officers to ensure
that the new landforms of
Brogborough, L’ field (at Stewartby)
and Elstow landfill sites are
assimilated into the surrounding
landscape.  A combination of tree
planting and open spaces on the
capped sites and strong elements
of perimeter planting will be the
most suitable method of meeting
this objective. Important viewing

opportunities will be retained and
new areas of grassland and
wildflowers will add to the
landscape diversity of these sites.

• The new settlement at Elstow
Storage Depot will be a major
feature in the future Community
Forest and landscaping proposals
will be developed in partnership
with the developers, planners and
other interested parties.  These
proposals will ensure that the
impact of the settlement is
minimised and that opportunities
for on and off-site tree planting
and other landscaping are
maximised.

Urban Fringe

Assessment
This is the area where land uses are
subject to more changes than any
other in the Vale and it is also the
interface between the Community
Forest and its main population
centre of Bedford.  The southern
bypass and subsequent
development are impacts that could
be repeated with the development
of the proposed western relief road.

A substantial area of new planting
needs to be developed along the
southern edge of the bypass to
create a buffer zone between the
urban edge and the countryside
beyond.  This buffer also needs to
be created around development
areas such as Kempston /
Wootton and Shortstown /
Harrowden.  As with other village
edge woods there should be
recreation and amenity benefits as
well as landscape ones. 
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Gateways such as the A6 need to
be enhanced by planting and
other work to create attractive
links into the wider Community
Forest beyond.  This work could
be planned in conjunction with the
improvement of road and rail
corridors as a way of emphasising
these links.  Other roadside
features such as balancing ponds
and roundabouts can provide
contrast to the planted sites and
such opportunities will need to be
identified and planned accordingly
to contribute to the immediate
landscape.  If and when the
western bypass is constructed
opportunities for on and offsite
planting must be maximised to
blend it in with the relatively
unspoilt farm and river corridor
land nearby.

The riparian land to the south and
east of Bedford contrasts well with
the clay heartland of the Vale and
it requires a different landscaping
approach.  The existing network
of riverine grassland, scrub,
pollards, shelter belts, small woods
and wetland habitats needs to be
maintained and strengthened.
The planting of large areas of new
woodland may not be appropriate
here.  In addition to improving the
landscape either side of the A603,
this mosaic of land uses will have
particular ecological importance
and act as an important link with
Bedford through the river,
cycleway and Priory Park.

Archaeological conservation is a
key issue in this area and it is
important that all landscape
planning takes it into account or
seeks to enhance the relevant

features.  Buildings of heritage
value include the airship hangars,
National Trust properties at
Willington and the Moot Hall and
Abbey at Elstow.

Proposals
• Gateway sites will be identified
and project ideas will be
developed with highway
authorities, landowners and
planners to deliver well wooded
sites that will act as transition
zones between urban areas and
the wider countryside.

• Opportunities for smaller scale
planting and other landscaping
work within the southern areas of
Bedford and Kempston will be
monitored and projects
implemented where appropriate.
Such planting will seek to link into
the countryside to the south and
west.  In addition to local scale

landscape improvements, such
work will also provide a means of
directly promoting the Forest of
Marston Vale and its benefits to
the nearest significant population
centre. 

• The rowing lake proposals at
Willington will be supported and
the Forest Team will work with the
planners and developers to ensure
that a valuable landscape mosaic
of water, wetland, riparian
grassland and woodland is created
as part of the scheme. 

• Significant woodland planting
and other landscape benefits will
be secured as a result of the
proposed construction of the
western relief road and the ensuing
infill development.  This is an
attractive gently undulating area
where well designed tree planting
will be valuable in improving
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longer aspects and as a method of
buffering Wootton and individual
properties in Kempston Rural. 

The Greensand Ridge
and Eastern Vale.

Assessment
The Ridge and its scarp provides
one of the most wooded areas of
the Community Forest and is an
important backdrop to the work
planned for the core of the Vale.
Opportunities should be sought to
strengthen the existing
woodlands, improve the hedgerow
network and to add features such
as copses on knolls.  The diversity
of features on the skyline and the
slope will offer interesting longer
views from the Vale floor and
enhance the immediate area for
those on the Ridge.  Points of

topographical interest such as
outcrops of greensand and small
valleys should not be obscured by
planting and areas of heritage
value such as Houghton House,
must be carefully considered if
Forest projects are planned nearby.

The existing areas of scrub and
sites that could be developed as
acidic grassland could offer much
to the diversity of the Ridge
landscape and tree planting must
not detract from this variety.  For
some sites, management will be
required to maintain the diversity
of habitats that generates such
landscape interest.

The Vale floor between Houghton
Conquest and Willington has a
large open scale and is generally
good, productive agricultural land.
Larger areas of new woodland

may be inappropriate but
landscape enhancement can be
achieved by improving the
hedgerow network, planting
hedgerow trees to replace
previous elm losses and planting
smaller copses or tree belts.  The
extension of existing woods by
regeneration or planting will be
appropriate in this area.  

Villages and infrastructure such as
roads can be better assimilated
into the landscape by the planting
of more blocks of trees and the
use of screening belts, but long
distance views of the Greensand
Ridge must not be obscured.
Again, it is important that village
woodlands have recreation and
amenity value in addition to their
landscape benefits.  A common
feature of the villages is clusters of
pony paddocks at the village
perimeter and they do offer scope
for generating a more intimate
landscape through the use of
improved hedges and more hedge
trees.  Often these fields are
ancient ridge and furrow sites,
which should be retained as open
grassland.

Farm buildings can be quite
exposed in this open landscape
and planting well designed screens
or adjacent blocks of woodland
will help to integrate them into
the wider countryside.  Older,
more attractive buildings or
features such as farm moats
should not be obscured but
enhanced by landscaping work
where possible. 
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Proposals
• Different geology and landforms
will offer landscape opportunities
different from those of the clay
Vale floor such as stands of
copses.  Where possible, the Team
will identify these sites and put
forward proposals for diversifying
the landscape particularly on the
Greensand Ridge.  Links with
features on the lower slopes and
Vale floor such as Wilstead Wood,
will be developed.  

• The creation of other habitats
will be an important feature of
project work on the Ridge and the
landscape value of habitats such
as acidic grassland, will be
assessed along with ecological and
other benefits.  

• The most productive farmland in
the Forest is located in the east of
the Vale and farm projects will be
focussed on creating and managing
hedgerows particularly in the more
open arable areas and small scale
planting that will benefit the open
nature of the landscape. 

Cultural Heritage
and Archaeology

Assessment
The heritage of the Community
Forest is reflected in many features
evident throughout the Vale.  The
village churches, Cardington
hangars, brickworks and
associated settlements, historic
buildings at Elstow and old field
patterns all provide evidence of
how people worked and lived in
this area over the centuries.

Archaeological investigations have

revealed evidence of human
activity going back to Neolithic
and Bronze Age times particularly
along the Ouse corridor.  Other
features such as farm moats and
ponds and woodland patterns also
help to interpret historic land use.

Many of the above features are
Scheduled Ancient Monuments or
are of local importance and
registered on county records.
Listed Buildings and Conservation
Areas are other designations that
need to be taken into account
when planning projects in the
Forest.

Farm moat restoration and the
archaeological work for the
Millennium Country Park are
examples of heritage related
project work and advice is sought
on many projects from relevant
staff at Bedfordshire County
Council.

Proposals
• The Forest Team will protect
and, where appropriate, enhance

archaeological and historical sites,
mitigating any adverse effects of
planting through design and
management strategies and
investigation prior to project
implementation.  Officers at
Bedfordshire County Council and
English Heritage will be consulted
as necessary and opportunities for
partnership working will be
pursued.

• The industrial heritage of the
Brickfields is of great interest and
efforts should be made to
conserve features where
appropriate or to plan planting
and other work to reflect this
heritage on other sites.  Methods
of interpreting the brick industry
and its impacts should be
investigated and implemented on
sites open to the public. 

• Where possible, the Team will
promote the retention of the
industrial and cultural heritage of
the Vale and develop
interpretation and education
facilities at the Forest Centre.
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The areas of work outlined in this
chapter are of central importance
to the delivery of the Forest Plan.
Tree planting, habitat creation,
farm conservation work and the
long term management of these
features will be of major
importance to the landscape and
wildlife of the Community Forest.
This work will also provide
opportunities for recreation,
enhance the quality of life for
those living and working in the
Community Forest and offer direct
and indirect economic benefits to
the Vale area.  

Many of the Forest Plan objectives
reflect those found in the Forestry
Commission’s ‘England Forestry
Strategy’ and policies and
strategies from the Countryside
Agency, local authorities and other
partner organisations such as
English Nature (Natural Areas
Strategy, 1996) have also been
taken into consideration.   Local
Biodiversity Action Plans  
(Bedfordshire County Council,
2000) provide guidance on many
issues relating to countryside
management in the Forest.

Woodland Creation &
Tree Planting

Tree planting is the core objective
of the Community Forest with the
new woodland providing a setting
for a wide range of other
activities. 

Significant areas of tree planting
will be secured towards the 30%
target, with the core Brickfields
and urban fringe zones being

targeted for the highest proportion
of tree planting. Reduced tree
cover will be sought on the land
to the east and west.

A Woodland Creation Strategy
(Forest of Marston Vale, 2000) has
been produced which looks at the
issues surrounding the Forest
planting work.  It describes a
series of aims, objectives and
action points that will improve the
delivery of tree planting targets in
the Community Forest.  Further
detail on the woodland creation
proposals can be found in the
Strategy.

All of the current methods for
encouraging new planting will be
utilised, ensuring that their potential
benefits are realised (grants from
the Forestry Commission and
Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries
and Food).  In addition, it is
important that all Community
Forests and national partners work
to lobby government for changes
in the relevant policies and in the
level and nature of resources
currently available.  Contributing
to the evolution of the Rural
Development Regulation and the
New Implementation Options is a
good example of work that could
have significant potential in
delivering the Forest of Marston
Vale. 

It is important that larger scale
projects are secured where multi-
purpose forestry can be practised.
Opportunities offered through the
restoration of landfill and derelict
sites and planning agreements
offer the greatest future prospects
for large scale woodland creation.

Creating larger woods is one of
the key targets of the England
Forestry Strategy.

The predominance of agriculture
in the Vale means that significant
farm woodland creation must be
secured.  Promotional efforts will
highlight the various potential
benefits of farm woodlands and
reiterate the enhanced opportunities
provided by the existence of the
Community Forest.

Good woodland design and tree
establishment practices will
continue to be promoted, in
accordance with the best practice
guidance provided by the Forestry
Commission and others. In this
way, all new planting will have the
potential to provide good quality
timber and the many associated
benefits to wildlife, landscape,
shelter and sporting interests. 

woodlands and Countryside
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The long term viability of new
woods will be promoted by ensuring
appropriate management in the
establishment period, including
preparation and maintenance.

Woodland creation & tree
planting will be achieved by:
• implementing an annual 

programme of tree planting 
towards realising the long-term 
aim of 30% woodland cover in 
the Vale over a 40 year period.  
Joint working with landowners 
and organisations such as the 
Woodland Trust, local 
authorities and Forestry 
Commission will be promoted;

• promoting the Woodland Grant 
Scheme, Farm Woodland 
Premium Scheme and other 

support mechanisms and 
exploring funding from the 
private sector by sponsorship 
including carbon sequestration.  
The Forest Team will contribute 
to any development of the New
Implementation Options (single 
flexible grant, tendering scheme
and land trading); 

• promoting well designed new 
woodlands, as a resource, to 
deliver a wide range of 
landscape, economic, social and 
environmental benefits. 
Particular emphasis will be 
placed on securing larger 
woodlands (>20 ha) and those 
that meet defragmentation, 
urban fringe and access 
objectives in accordance with 
the England Forestry Strategy 
and DETR targets;

• encouraging the development 
of new national and regional 
policies and, where necessary, 
seeking funds to apply them to 
woodland creation in the 
Marston Vale;

• encouraging and supporting 
landowners to ensure that all 
new woodlands are successfully 
established and well maintained,
and developing new services to 
assist with this, where appropriate;

• working with planning 
authorities to ensure that 
developments provide 
opportunities to secure large 
scale new woodland creation in 
appropriate areas;

• working with site owners and 
planning authorities to ensure 
that restoration schemes for 
derelict land and landfill sites 
meet Forest landscape, wildlife 
and recreation objectives;

• seeking opportunities to secure 
land for woodland creation.  
This could be through 
acquisition, leasing, 
management partnerships or 
other suitable mechanisms.
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During the winters of 1992/3
and 1993/4, the Woodland
Trust planted some 50 hectares
of new woodland to create
‘Reynold Wood’. This formed
part of the 100 hectares of
previous farmland and existing
woodland, near Brogborough,
bought with the help of the
Countryside Commission,
Bedfordshire County Council
and Shanks & McEwan.
Woodland management in the
existing Holcot Wood and a
meadow creation project were
implemented to complement
the new planting. The new
woodland is now becoming a
significant landscape feature
and open access to the site has
proved valuable to local people
and for holding events such as
the ‘Mudstreak’ cross country
run.

WOODLANDS AND COUNTRYSIDE

6 year old wild cherry trees add to the
landscape.



Managing Existing
Woodlands

Landowners will be encouraged
and assisted to improve the
management of existing woods. 

Well managed woods should be
identified for use as demonstration
sites and reasons for woodland
management other than timber
production need to be promoted.

These could include pheasant
rearing and firewood production.

A thriving local market for wood
produce would almost certainly
provide a financial incentive to
motivate landowners to plant new

woodlands and better manage
existing ones. Thus, more of a
priority will be placed on working
with partners such as those found
on the Bedfordshire Woodland
Forum, to develop local produce
markets.  
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Staff at Hunting Engineering
approached the Forest Team to
look at the woods surrounding
their site. Consequently the
wood was partially felled,
restocked and the remainder
thinned, providing
a greater variety of woodland
conditions, improving the
form of the remaining trees
and providing some additional
income.

Over mature poplar belts are to be felled and replanted.
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WOODLANDS AND COUNTRYSIDE

Forest of the Marston Vale-
Nature Conservation.



Regenerating and safeguarding
the heritage and ecological value
of the few ancient semi-natural
woodlands in the Marston Vale is
an important objective.  The
Community Tree Project is proving
successful in helping to achieve
this objective and future support
will be provided to ensure
continued success.

The management of existing
woodlands will be secured by:
• promoting the management of 

all established woodlands in the 
Marston Vale through advisory 
literature, site visits, educational 
work, and by providing advice 
to individuals;

• working with the Forestry 
Commission, existing site 
managers and others to promote
the use of current ‘best practice’
in woodland management.  This
will include the continuation of 
the deer management group 
established in 1999;

• promoting in partnership with 
Bedfordshire County Council, 
Forestry Commission, Cranfield 
University and others, a wide 
range of suitable woodland 
demonstration sites both in and 
close to the Community Forest;

• supporting the development of 
a local network of producers and
buyers that seeks to develop 
and co-ordinate local timber and
woodland produce marketing;

• continuing to support the 
Community Tree Project in the 
Marston Vale.

Non-Woodland
Habitats

As part of creating the varied and
well-wooded countryside of the
Community Forest, the creation
and management of a range of
habitats other than woodland,
such as farmland, grassland, and
wetland, is important.

Whole farm conservation plans
will be encouraged as an effective
tool in helping to enhance the
landscape and wildlife value of
the Vale’s farmland.  In addition,
the best methods of integrating
on-farm conservation work with
productive farming will be
promoted to help increase the
creation or conservation of
features such as hedges, field
margins, ponds and meadows.

The Vale hedgerow network is an
important landscape feature and
has much wildlife value. Planting
new hedgerows and managing
existing ones will be encouraged
using all available grants and other
support mechanisms.  Priority will
be given to opportunities on
farmland and alongside transport
corridors where there will be the
most landscape impact, and
wherever possible, hedgerows will
be used to link other habitats. 
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Since 1996, the Community Tree
Project has involved over 150
local volunteers and 10 local
schools in three successful seed
collecting seasons. In addition,
these volunteers and schools
help with growing the seed
collected from our ancient trees
and shrubs into new plants for
use in the Forest. To date, an
estimated 15,000 young plants
have been produced from
locally collected seed.

Ash seedlings from the Community Tree Project.



Grassland, wetlands and other
habitats exist within the Marston
Vale and there is a commitment to
conserve and increase the areas of
such habitats.  Large-scale habitat
creation initiatives such as the
Marston Vale Millennium Country
Park will provide valuable
resources for wildlife as will an
enhanced network of smaller
habitats across the Forest.

Where there are rare habitats or 
species, work will be done with
the relevant partner organisations
to protect and enhance them. 
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In 1999 six successful
Countryside Stewardship
Scheme applications were
submitted to the Ministry of
Agriculture Fisheries and Food.
All were ‘whole farm’ schemes
and featured hedgerow
management, the creation of
conservation headlands,
increased public access and
pond restoration. The work
included will add to the
landscape and wildlife interest
on those farms and benefit the
wider Forest.

WOODLANDS AND COUNTRYSIDE

The Community Forest has
one of only a few sites in the
British Isles where field cow
wheat can be found. The
Forest Team has worked with
English Nature and the local
Wildlife Trust in long term
monitoring and the
investigation of potential
future conservation of this
protected species.

The Forest team can help to manage the hedgerow network in the Marston Vale.

Grassland is a valuable habitat in the Forest of Marston Vale.



Non-woodland habitats will be
managed and created by:
• securing opportunities to

maximise the ecological potential
of the Marston Vale. This work 
will be done in conjunction with
organisations such as the Wildlife
Trust and English Nature and is 
to be guided by Biodiversity 
Action Plans where possible;

• liaise with partners to produce a
Nature Conservation Strategy 
for the Community Forest.  This 
will identify key areas of work;

• promoting on-farm conservation
projects and good practice in 
the management of features 

such as grassland, ponds, 
orchards and watercourses. 
Grant aid systems such as the 
Countryside Stewardship 
Scheme and other opportunities 
offered by the Rural 
Development Regulation will be 
used where appropriate as will 
partnership working with the 
local Farming and Wildlife 
Advisory Group (FWAG), 
Farming and Rural Conservation 
Agency (FRCA) and the 
Agricultural Development 
Advisory Service (ADAS);

• using the Countryside
Stewardship Scheme or other 
means to secure new hedgerow 

planting and enhanced 
management. Networks of well-
managed farmland and roadside
hedges that link other habitats 
will be developed or strengthened;

• increasing and conserving areas 
of ecologically valuable 
grassland within the Community
Forest, in partnership with the 
appropriate site owners and 
managers;

• promoting the appropriate 
management and increasing the
amount of wetland habitats 
throughout the Marston Vale, 
including watercourses, ponds, 
lakes and any marsh areas. 
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Farm ponds are valuable for wildlife.
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• promoting Marston Vale 
Millennium Country Park for the
demonstration of good
conservation practices over a 
range of habitat types including 
grassland, reed beds, woodland 
and open water bodies.;

• working with the Wildlife Trust, 
Bedfordshire County Council, 
English Nature and other 
partners to ensure that any
rare habitats and species are 
conserved and their status 
enhanced.  Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest and County 
Wildlife Sites will be particularly 
important in this area of work.    

Information
Communication
and Partnerships

It is vital to promote grant aid
opportunities and effectively
disseminate high quality
information to the target audience
of farmers, landowners and key
stakeholders within the Vale.

Improving information,
communication & partnerships
will be done by:
• improving contact with all 

public and private sector partners
relevant to the countryside 
management work of the 
Community Forest. Methods 
such as the use of promotional
literature (from both the Forest 
and partner organisations), 
organising visits, seminars and 
training events and working 

through Biodiversity Action 
Planning groups will be used to 
improve this area of work;

• effectively distributing and 
regularly updating an 
information pack for farmers 
and landowners as a source of 
advice on the grant aid schemes
available and more general 
conservation management 
practices.

In March 1999, the Forest
Team worked with ADAS to
organise a promotional ‘open
farm’ event at a farm near
Cranfield. Over 50 farmers and
other landowners attended
and were able to obtain
information about Countryside
Stewardship and Woodland
Grant Schemes and study how
conservation work has been
successfully implemented
across an existing productive
arable farm.

WOODLANDS AND COUNTRYSIDE

The Forest Team has produced guidance for countryside management in the Vale.



community
participation

Community participation is vital to
the success of the Community
Forest.  Continued efforts will be
made to encourage the involvement,
enjoyment and participation of
people who live or work in and
around the Marston Vale.

The results of the early years of
Forest work prove that
considerable interest and a
willingness to work together is
already present in the local and
wider community.  This has been
further illustrated by the
encouraging level of public
participation in the Forest -Plan
review process.

The targets and resources of the
Community Forest and partners
clearly need to reflect the priorities
of the local communities, as well
as the Forest vision.

Long term strategy will continue to
focus on the ‘worst areas first’ -
areas of damaged and underused
land.  Short term targets will be
used to maximise opportunities
that arise for locally determined
improvements and community
events.

Involving
Communities in
the Forest vision

There is widespread interest and
enthusiasm amongst local people
with many eager to see the overall
landscape and environmental
quality of the Vale improved.

Continued support and
encouragement will be provided
to schemes that are locally
determined and reflect a
community’s priorities.
A focus will be placed on working
with partners to help local people
to make decisions and act
themselves.  Resources will be
directed towards helping to
provide groups with the right
information, practical help and
access to funding, with more
emphasis placed on identifying
and securing alternative sources of
funding, for example sponsorship
and external grants.

A key aim will be to develop a
holistic approach to initiatives.
This will involve a collaborative
approach bringing together

relevant organisations and partners
to utilise a variety of specialist
skills such as community
development, access, arts and
conservation to help establish a
community led, self-sustaining
project.  The Village Design
Statement Initiative (Countryside
Commission, 1996) is an excellent
example of a scheme that lets
communities help themselves.

There is an identified need to
increase the contact the Team has
with Parish Councils and use this
successful partnership approach to
encourage a higher level of
involvement from local people.
The Team also needs to maintain
contact with the network of Tree
Wardens in the Vale.

community participation
and sustainable development
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Environmental planning in Cranfield.



Communities will be involved by:
• encouraging communities and 

partner organisations to identify 
projects that reflect the 
Community Forest’s objectives;

• working with partners including,
Bedfordshire Rural Communities
Charity, Local Authorities,
British Trust for Conservation 
Volunteers and businesses to 
assist local communities 
establish self-sustaining,
locally determined projects by 
providing advice, information
on funding and where 
appropriate, practical help;

• establishing a rolling programme
to target community projects 
and village enhancement 
schemes within the Vale, in 
partnership with local 
communities and where 
appropriate other agencies;

• establishing a programme of 
regular visits / presentations to 
local community groups, Parish 
Council meetings and partner 
organisation meetings;

• establishing a network of ‘Friends’
that includes volunteers, 
supporters, businesses and local 
organisations;

• participating in ongoing 
research to explore the views, 
priorities and needs of the local 
community with regard to 
Forest objectives;

• identifying and promoting the 
opportunities for attracting 
investment and funding, including
sponsorship from business, 
grants and lottery funds.

Targeting damaged
land and helping to
encourage sustainable
development

The improvement of derelict and
underused land is a core concept
of the Community Forest and an
issue that continues to generate a
great level of interest with local
people.

Efforts will be sustained to identify
opportunities and work with
partners and landowners to restore
the landscape of the Vale.  

Development pressures will 
continue to cause controversy and
impact upon communities within
the Vale.

An aim of the Forest Team will
be to encourage landowners,
developers and planning
authorities to deliver Community
Forest objectives and incorporate
the principles of sustainability
when considering further
development.
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A recent ‘village greening’
project in Cranfield showed
the benefits of organisations
working together. The Forest
Team, Parish Council,
Bedfordshire Rural
Communities Charity, local
school and community groups
all provided a range of skills.
The result is a programme of
widely supported
environmental enhancements,
throughout the village.

Planting work at Dog Field, Cople
- a new village amenity.

Tree planting and preliminary
improvement works have
already begun at Lidlington
Pit, as the Team works with
City & St James to restore land
once used for clay extraction
by the brick industry.
Discussions are also underway
with Shanks Waste Solutions
(previously Shanks and
McEwan) for the future
restoration of landfill sites
within the Vale.



The Forest Team is well placed to
offer facilitation for planning
proposals affecting communities
although there is a need to clarify
that the Forest Plan is a non-
statutory document.

The improvement of damaged
land and encouragement of
sustainable development will be
done by:

• working in partnership with 
Hanson Brick, City & St James 
Properties Ltd, Shanks Waste 
Solutions and other landowners,
business, local organisations 
including the wider community 
to restore the landscape of the 
Marston Vale;

• encouraging planning 
authorities, House Builders 
Federation and individual 
developers to deliver 
Community Forest objectives 
through the planning process, 
s106 agreements and local plan 
policy especially in respect of 
new developments in the Vale;

• encouraging the principles of 
sustainable development to be 
intrinsic in all new developments;

• providing advice and 
information to communities, 
planning authorities, developers 
and local organisations on 
Community Forest objectives 
and expectations with regard to 
further development and 
planning proposals;

• working with Bedfordshire Rural
Communities Charity, Local 
Authorities and other partners 
to assist communities influence 
further development by 
promoting mechanisms such as: 
the Local Heritage Initiative, 
Parish Maps, Local 
Distinctiveness and Village 
Design Statements.
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In Brogborough, the Forest
Team were involved in
providing a children’s play
area, tree planting and
footpaths, funded by Hanson
Properties as a planning
obligation linked to the
redevelopment of Ridgmont
Brickworks.

COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Planting at Coronation Pit, Stewartby.



It is essential to increase levels of
awareness and understanding
within the community to ensure
continued support and the
successful establishment of the
Community Forest.

Information

Increasing awareness and
understanding of the Forest’s
message
The Forest of Marston Vale has
such a long term vision that the
full impact on the landscape may
not be fully realised for
generations to come. Thus, the
concept of the Community Forest
is often a difficult one to
communicate.

There will be a continued need to
effectively promote and publicise
the aims of the Forest using a
wide range of methods.

Increased awareness will help lead
to increased understanding of the
Forest and ultimately encourage
more people to become involved.

Communicating the
Forest Message

CommenTree
The Forest’s quarterly newsletter
‘CommenTree’ is an established
and effective method of
communication.

In 1998, the autumn edition of
CommenTree was used as a means
of distributing a Community
Survey. A high response rate was
achieved from a wide cross section

of the local community in and
around the Marston Vale.
In response to public comments,
CommenTree was redesigned to
increase the visual impact of the
publication and attract a wider
audience to the Forest.

The new design was so well
received that it has now been
adopted as the new Forest ‘house
style’, with plans to update the full
range of promotional material
including walks leaflets and
exhibition material in the same,
eye-catching style.

Exhibition Display
A high quality mobile display with
interchangeable information
panels is frequently used to
promote the Community Forest.
The display is used at events,
libraries and within organisations’
premises, both with and without
staff support.

The effectiveness of this display
and levels of interest are
monitored informally by recording
the number of follow up requests
for information and by analysing
the amount of promotional
literature, leaflets and flyers used
at each event.

Events
Attending other events and
organising Forest events will
continue to be used as an effective
method of reaching a large
number of people.

A varied events programme can
effectively target many sections of
the community and be used to
attract traditionally infrequent

visitors to the countryside into the
Forest. Successful events in the
Forest include the Treeweek
Mudstreak, cross-country run,
organised as part of the
International Tree Foundation’s
annual national promotion. There
will be increasing opportunities to
organise Forest events at the
Marston Vale Millennium Country
Park, using the Forest Centre,
accessible trails, cycle hire facilities
and education classroom.

information, interpretation
and education
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Mudstreak was first held in
1998 and attracted over 200
runners with many more
spectators to Brogborough Hill
Picnic Site. Many entrants came
from outside the Forest area,
from as far afield as Merseyside
and all donating an entrance
fee to raise money for tree
planting. The Mudstreak has
proved so popular it is now an
annual event.

A battle to the line at the Treeweek Mudstreak.



Working with the Media
The potential of local, national and
specialist media will continue to be
maximised. There will be a
sustained effort to increase the
amount of exposure received by
the Forest in the media, as this is a
proven and cost effective method
of communication. 

Information Technology
The opportunities presented by
Information Technology including
email, the Internet and CD-ROM
become increasingly important to
the Forest of Marston Vale Team. 

Regular correspondence and
requests for information via email
are received. Technological media
will be increasingly utilised for
promoting the Forest and
distributing information.

The Forest of Marston Vale web
page promotes the work of the
Forest Team and provides access
to a wide range of information.  In
addition, the national Community
Forest programme is explained
through links to the Countryside
Agency, Forestry Commission and
the other eleven Community Forests.

Signs
Good quality information signs
help increase the confidence of
visitors to the countryside by
providing a sense of welcome and
orientation.

The Community Forest
Interpretative Strategy  (1997)
identifies information and
orientation signs as contributing to
interpretative provision.

The Highway Authority has
recently started the process of
designing Community Forest
gateway signs at some villages
and further opportunities will be
pursued.

Discussions are also underway
with Silverlink, operators of the
Marston Vale Line rail route, to
promote the Community Forest on
the trains and in the stations along
this route.

The Forest messages will be
communicated by:
• producing and distributing a 

regular newsletter; 

• publishing an annual report or 
action statement and hosting a 
public annual liaison meeting;

• continuing to host a varied 
programme of events,
participating in partner 
organisations’ national 
promotions and attending a 
limited number of local village 
events within the Forest;

• promoting the Forest through 
local, national and specialist 
media;

• maximising potential of existing 
local publications from local 
authorities, parish newsletters 
and partner organisations;

• producing a range of Forest
Trail leaflets; 

• distributing information to 
libraries, local businesses and 
other publicly accessible venues; 

• maximising the opportunities 
presented by Information 
Technology including email, the 
Internet and CD-ROM;

• continuing to encourage the 
Highway Authority and Rail 
Companies to co-operate with 
the development of further 
“Gateway Signs” at  
commuter entrances to the 
Forest;

• monitoring the effectiveness of 
information provision to ensure 
target audiences continue to be 
reached and renew approach if 
necessary. 
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The Mid Beds District Council
in-house publication, Horizon,
includes an article from the
Community Forest in each
quarterly edition. Forest articles
are also included regularly in
the Bedfordshire County
Council in-house magazine
and are submitted regularly to
Bedford Borough Council and
all Parish magazines in and
around the Forest area.

Community Forest signage produced in
partnership with the woodland Trust.



Interpretation

The Forest Interpretative Strategy
identifies an action plan for the
Forest of Marston Vale.

The Strategy focuses interpretative
provision around the following six
themes which taken as a whole
tell the story past, present and
future of the Marston Vale:

1. The Community Forest Vision
2. Geology and landscape
3. Settlement in the Vale
4. Cultural Heritage & archaeology
5. Man’s impact on the landscape
6. Natural environment

The philosophy of interpretation
provision in the Forest of Marston
Vale may be summarised as:

‘The art of communicating the
themes and stories of Marston
Vale using a range of stimulating,
involving, informative and
entertaining ways, so that
everyone can appreciate why it is
so special and gain a real sense of
place’.

Face to Face Interpretation
The most frequently used form of
interpretation used by the Forest
Team has been ‘face to face’
interpretation, usually at events,
tours, guided walks and through
arts activities. Even though these
are frequently oversubscribed and
can involve a large amount of staff
time and Forest resources, the
personal contact between staff
and public will remain an
important method of increasing
awareness and generating support
for the Forest. However there is an

increasing demand for other
interpretative provision.

Self - Guided Trails
The redesign of the Forest Trail
leaflets and increased promotion
of self-guided trails will become a
significant means of encouraging
use of the countryside.  The
updated series of leaflets will focus
more on interpretation and
involving people in the Forest,
rather than simply providing
information. 

Onsite Interpretation
and Displays

There will be the opportunity to
provide on-site boards and panels
at sites within the Forest, such as
the Marston Vale Millennium
Country Park and Dog Field,
Cople.  There will also be a review
of existing interpretation on sites
managed by the Forest Team and
other site managers within the
Forest will be encouraged to
include interpretation for visitors.

The Marston Vale Millennium
Country Park benefits from an
interactive ‘Discover the Forest’
exhibition, which will reflect the six
themes of the interpretative strategy
and provide a fun way for people
to learn more about the Marston
Vale and the Community Forest.

Interpretation will be used to
increase visitor enjoyment by:
• relating themes and stories 

which encapsulate the essence 
of Marston Vale;

• maximising the resources within 

the Vale to add to the visitor 
experience;

• using a full range of interpretative
media, including: 
* site specific interpretative boards
* self-guided trails
* face to face interpretation e.g.

guided walks & presentations
* audio visual aids
* interactive visitor attractions
* information Technology
* the arts.

Education - Life long
learning

A clear need has been identified to
broaden the education remit to
encompass the principles of life
long learning.

The Forest provides an excellent
resource for a broad range of
educational purposes, including
student research projects; teacher
training opportunities; sport; leisure;
tourism; and countryside recreation.

A new focus for learning
The appointment of an Education
Manager to the Forest Team will
enable the educational potential of
the Community Forest to be fully
maximised and will help meet
many of the Forest objectives of
providing for and encouraging
education for all.

The Forest Centre will provide an
ideal base for the co-ordination of
these opportunities with the base
for the Community Forest Team,
formal classroom facilities, seminar
room, resources and interpretative
facilities. 
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Links with education 
Good links have been established
with local higher education
establishments including Cranfield
University and De Montford
University; and also with other
educational institutions ranging
from the University of the Third
Age to pre- school groups. These
links will be developed further.

Existing contacts with educational
establishments and community
groups will be developed further
to maximise the potential of the
new facilities.

Links with partners
The Forestry Commission’s Forest
Education Initiative, produces
material and encourages the
establishment of networks of
forestry resources. Work to
establish a Bedfordshire network
or cluster will be continued.

Work with the Community Tree
Project will continue for future
seasons with the involvement of

10 schools embarking on the first
stage of planting out trees (from
seed previously collected on the
scheme) in a Community Forest
site.

Schools
Schools have been encouraged to
visit and study woodland, nature
reserves, country parks and
heritage sites in the Forest area
and throughout the county.

There are 45 schools in the
Bedford area and over 300 in an
area within 30 minutes drive of
the Forest. Schools in the Vale
range from small rural lowers to
large upper schools, drawing from
a large catchment area.

The Forest Team will continue to
offer advice on appropriate sites to
visit, in person and through the
Educational Visits leaflet. Where
possible, support will be provided
on school field visits on the
ground or through preliminary
planning visits.

The opportunity for schools to be
involved in the Community Forest
will continue, through school
grounds improvement schemes,
field visits and provision of advice.

Schools include site visits to the
Forest area within their term
programmes for various topics.
Several return annually with
different year groups. Both
Bedford School and Bedford High
School juniors have visited on this
basis to study Geography. 

Lower schools in particular have
been targeted on two occasions
with an ‘assembly tour’ to
promote the Community Forest
during Tree Week. Wootton Lower
School, Hazeldene Lower
(Bedford) and Shortstown Lower
were amongst those visited. 

Life long learning will be
encouraged by:
• establishing an achievable 

education strategy;

• working in partnership with 
local education authorities, 
Wildlife Trust, Community Tree 
Project and other education 
providers to complement and 
enhance what is already being 
offered within the Vale;
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Successful school grounds
improvement projects have
been undertaken at Abbey
Middle School, Elstow,
Church End Lower in Marston
Moretaine and Hastingsbury
and Ridgeway schools in
Kempston.

Community Forest art project at Wootton Upper School.



• working with teachers, local 
education authority and other 
education providers to produce 
and promote a variety of 
educational resource materials 
to meet the needs of different 
subject areas and age groups 
and continuing to target areas 
of the National Curriculum;

• encouraging closer links with 
further and higher education 
agencies as well as schools and 
local organisations including 
community groups and 
voluntary organisations;

• encouraging opportunities for 
studying a wide range of topics 
within the Community Forest 
area, such as environment, 
weather, wildlife, leisure, 
recreation and for INSET training;

• establishing specialist daytime, 
evening and weekend courses 
on a wide range of subjects, 
using the Forest Centre as a base;

• in addition to charging for 
accompanied school visits, a 
differential charging policy for 
all educational services and 
resources offered by the Forest 
Team will be introduced  The 
charges should be:
* Consistent with other facilities 

in the region
* Able to cover associated costs 

to the Community Forest
* Include an equal opportunities

policy;

• school grounds provide 
opportunities for landscape 
enhancement that pupils 
and the wider community can 
benefit from. Involvement in 
planting and other school 
grounds work will continue;

• encourage everyone to learn 
about the Community Forest 
vision by maximising the 
potential of the ‘Friends’ 
network and Marvals children’s 
club which help to :

* encourage a sense of ownership
and concern for the local 
environment (through developing
an understanding of the effect
of one’s own actions)

* provide opportunities for 
everyone to visit the   
Community Forest and enjoy 
the countryside

* reinforce and enhance the 
Community Forest profile
locally;

• working with partner 
organisations to develop 
educational initiatives in support
of a greater understanding of 
the Community Forest principles.
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Close contact is maintained
with the Wildlife Trust
environmental centre at
Randalls Farm. Opportunities
will be developed for joint
working between this facility
and the Millennium Country
Park.

INFORMATION, INTERPRETATION AND EDUCATION

The Marvals Kids Club celebrates its launch.



This chapter considers the ways in
which people can enjoy the
developing facilities of the
Community Forest.  The first
section looks at rights of way and
other access issues and the second
covers informal recreation.  Finally
opportunities for sport are
considered.

Rights of Way

The rights of way network is
crucial to many people’s
enjoyment of the countryside and
its quality is fundamental to the
accessibility of the Community
Forest. 

Some 240km of public footpath,
bridleway and byway exist in the
area, managed by one Community
Paths Officer (CPO), based at the
Forest Office. The CPO has a
statutory role with regard to rights
of way work in the Vale.
Although part of the Forest Team,
the CPO is administratively part of
the County Council’s Rights of
Way Group and benefits from
county wide support and from
that provided by the Definitive
Map Team at County Hall. The
CPO’s area includes one whole
extra parish and parts of four
others in addition to the
Community Forest area.

Working to
improve access
to the countryside

The existing rights of way network
has potential to become a more
important and widely used

recreational facility. With
continued careful management
and financial investment, the
network will be made more
accessible to more people The
majority of public paths cross
private land, much of which is
farmed commercially, so a close
working relationship with the
farming community and other
landowners and managers is vital. 

Effort will continue to be made to
work with landowners to improve
access. Provision of gates and
other structures on rights of way is
the responsibility of the land
occupier. Such structures have
often been of poor quality and are
sometimes unnecessary. There is
considerable opportunity to
remove or improve structures on
paths, thus allowing more people
access, whilst maintaining integrity
of stock fences and protecting
occupiers from illegal use of paths.

The rights of way network varies
in its accessibility across the area
and through the year. Cropping
and cultivation can cause
disruption to cross-field paths and
these problems remain significant
in some areas during autumn and
spring. Therefore, efforts will
continue to ensure paths are

reinstated following cropping or
cultivation.

Access to the countryside will be
improved by:
• managing the Marston Vale 

rights of way network within 
the framework of relevant 
legislation and policies;

• following the Bedfordshire 
County Council Rights of Way 
Group priority system of work in
strategic parishes for proactive, 
core rights of way 
improvements;

• helping to provide high quality 
gates and other similar 
structures, especially in cases 
where accessibility to a path will
be improved and access for 
people with disabilities will be 
enhanced. Regular advice will 
be sought from a range of path 
users, through the Forest of 
Marston Vale Access Forum and
other bodies as appropriate;

• providing improved path 
surfaces where appropriate on 
promoted routes, especially on 
paths leading away from 
countryside sites and close to 
settlements;

• continuing to carry out 
cultivation and cropping 
campaigns, co-ordinated with 
the County’s Rights of Way 
Group, to improve standards of 
paths across arable land;

• improving waymarking and 
signage on public rights of way 
and other non-statutory routes.

access, recreation and sport
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A 1997/8 rights of way survey
revealed that 55% of paths
were easy to use and 45%
required works to bring them
up to a suitable standard.
By 1999/2000 a subsequent
survey revealed figures of
72% and 28% respectively.



Safe routes for 
walking, cycling and
horseriding

The rights of way network is
heavily weighted towards
pedestrian access on footpaths.
There are small areas of good
quality bridleway network offering
access for equestrians and cyclists.
These tend to be isolated, lacking
interconnections and sometimes
offer poor surfaces for cyclists and
horses. There is one Byway Open
to All Traffic (BOAT).

Because of the Community
Forest’s location, major roads are
very busy and many minor
country lanes can be hazardous
owing to relatively large volumes
of high-speed traffic. There is
therefore, a need for routes where
pedestrians and riders of both
cycles and horses can escape these
dangers. 

Cycling has become increasingly
popular and would be more so if
more routes were separated from
vehicular traffic. Such
improvements would have the
added benefit of making paths
more accessible to disabled
people.

There are cases where obvious
“missing links” in the network
exist and where significant
improvements could be achieved
by the creation of new
connections. 

A significant number of paths in
the area can not easily be opened

due to Definitive Map anomalies,
where for example, the Map is
apparently at odds with current
and historical use; and due to
obstruction by buildings, lakes and
pits. In the former, Definitive Map
Modification Orders may be
required and in the latter, Public
Path Orders may be necessary.
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Meadow Lane, which links the
A603 with the Country Way
was secured during 1999, as a
permissive bridleway, through
an agreement with Bedford
Borough Council. Attractive
timber signs are in place
providing horseriders and
cyclists with additional
information and confidence
to use this important route.

Rights of way offer access into the Community Forest.

The Millennium Country Park paths will be linked to other cycle routes in the Vale.



Safe routes for walking, cycling
and horseriding will be provided by:
• maximising opportunities for 

creating new routes suitable for 
cyclists, including “calming” 
traffic on country roads. Where 
possible, new routes will be 
made accessible to equestrians;

• investigating improvements to 
certain bridleways to make them
more accessible to cyclists;

• looking for opportunities to 
close missing links, particularly 
in the bridleway network. Path 
creation, permissive path 
agreements and Countryside 
Stewardship access agreements 
are all mechanisms that could 
be used;

• continuing to work with the 
County Council’s Definitive Map
Team to prioritise and address 
anomalies;

• securing public and private 
sector resources e.g. Timberland 
Trail scheme, to develop new 
links or improve existing ones. 

Access opportunities
through the planning
system

Development in the Vale presents
considerable threats as well as certain
opportunities to the rights of way
network. Consideration of such
applications and involvement in
the pre-application phase of large-
scale developments will continue
to be a priority, although it does
account for considerable Forest
resources, especially staff time.

New opportunities will be secured
by:
• maintaining a watching brief on 

all development proposals and 
work with planning authorities 
and developers to protect 
existing rights of way;

• maximising opportunities 
through planning applications to
create new definitive rights of 
way and other non-statutory 
access for walkers, cyclists and 
equestrians.

The Parish
Paths Partnership

The Partnership (P3) has played a
significant part in improving public
rights of way in the area. P3 is
now a Beds County Council
supported scheme that encourages
the improvement of local path
networks at a parish level. Eight
parishes are currently active

members of the scheme in the
Vale. 

The Parish Paths Partnership will
be supported by:
• continuing to work with and 

support P3 groups and 
encourage new groups to form;

• continuing to work with 
Bedfordshire County Council 
and other local authorities to 
co-ordinate P3 in the county;

• encouraging a widening of the 
P3 groups’ remit to include 
conservation, landscape 
improvements, village history 
projects and other ideas that 
groups may wish to pursue.

Promoting the rights
of way network

Guided walks are an effective and
enjoyable way of attracting people
into the Forest and onto the rights
of way network.  This can include
those who might not otherwise
have the opportunity or
confidence to enjoy these facilities.
Combined with regular talks and
presentations, these will continue
to serve as a useful tool to
educate people in enjoying and
understanding the countryside.
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In 1998, the Community Paths
Officer was involved in
extensive negotiations with all
parties involved in the planned
expansion and restoration of
Brogborough Landfill site.
Through this process, a long-
term plan for rights of way on
the site has been secured. A
legal obligation has been
signed that will bring about a
phased series of rights of way
creations due for completion in
2014. The eventual network
will provide excellent, new,
well-engineered bridleways and
footpaths across and around
the site.

During 1998/99, Cranfield,
Houghton Conquest and
Kempston Rural P3 groups
produced circular walk guides
with varying degrees of
assistance from the Forest
Team, using money from P3 and
Bedford Borough Council grant
aid.



The rights of way network will
be promoted by: 
• continuing to encourage people 

to use the rights of way 
network and increasing their 
confidence in doing so.
Methods will include: leading 
guided walks; hosting events; 
producing trail guides and 
making presentations to groups.

Informal Recreation

Many areas of open countryside
are available to the public for
informal recreation throughout
the year. These are owned and
managed by a variety of agencies
(Table 1).
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SITE OWNER MANAGER

Ampthill Park Ampthill Town Council Ampthill Town Council

Berry Farm, Wootton Bedford Borough Council Bedford Borough Council

Brogborough Picnic Site Bedfordshire County Council Forest of Marston Vale

Cople Pits Nature Reserve Wildlife Trust Wildlife Trust

Cople Water End Woodland Trust Woodland Trust / Forest
of Marston Vale  

Dog Field, Cople Bedfordshire County Council Forest of Marston Vale  

Holcot Wood and Reynold Wood Woodland Trust Woodland Trust

Kempston Wood Woodland Trust Woodland Trust

Kings Wood & Meadows, Bedfordshire County Council Bedfordshire County Council *
Houghton Conquest

Lidlington Pit** City & St James Property Ltd Forest of Marston Vale  

Marston Thrift Bedfordshire County Council Bedfordshire County Council *

Marston Vale Millennium Marston Vale Trust Marston Vale Services Ltd
Country Park and Forest of Marston Vale.

* Denotes a management input from the Forest of Marston Vale.       **  Lidlington Pit is subject to completion of lease agreement. 

Table 1 : Landowners and managers of countryside sites within the Forest of Marston Vale.

Holcot and Reynold Woods - a planting scheme delivered by the Woodland Trust,
Forest of Marston Vale, Bedfordshire County Council and other partners.



Improving access for
all to the countryside 

There is currently an extensive
range of signage, interpretation
and promotional literature in place
relating to countryside sites within
Marston Vale.  However, many of
these sites provide only limited
access to people with mobility
difficulties. Efforts will be made to
improve access for all, to sites
directly managed by the Forest
Team, where appropriate to the
site.  The potential range of
experiences offered to all visitors
is very wide; open water, ancient
woodland, new plantations,
wetlands, picnic sites and
landscaped parkland.

Managers of other countryside
sites and areas of open space in
the Vale will also be encouraged
to improve their sites’ accessibility.
The Forest Team will continue to
work closely with these managers
in order to provide a high quality
experience with a similar style
signage and furniture.

Wherever possible and
appropriate, opportunities will be
taken to secure new areas of
countryside for access by the
public. For some existing and new
sites, the Forest Team may
consider undertaking or assisting
the management of them.
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The Forest Team and local
disabled people carried out an
access audit of countryside
sites during 1998. This
provided recommendations for
managers to improve access to
their sites. The audit showed
Brogborough Picnic Site and
Berry Farm to be the only sites
with any significant access
opportunities for people with
disabilities. Others were
identified as having potential
for improvement.

Forest of the Marston Vale-
Access & Recreation.
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Access for all to the countryside
will be improved by: 
• ensuring sites managed by the 

Forest are well signed, well 
publicised, welcoming and 
provide high quality 
interpretation.  They will also 
have well surfaced paths
where appropriate and a high
standard of furniture design
and construction.  Other sites’ 
managers will be encouraged 
to adopt similar standards
where appropriate;

• ensuring sites managed by the 
Forest Team provide access for 
visitors with as wide a range 

of abilities as possible and 
encouraging other site 
managers to do the same;

• establishing and maintaining 
regular contact with other 
managers. The establishment of 
a Site Managers Group will be 
considered as a mechanism for 
doing this;

• maximising opportunities to 
secure new sites and seeking 
the necessary budgets for their 
management;

• entering into partnerships, 
wherever appropriate, with

local authorities and other 
organisations to manage 
existing countryside sites.

Sport in
the Marston Vale

There is a large range of sports
facilities on offer within the Forest
and these offer the opportunity to
provide a wide range of recreation
experiences for all ages. 

Available facilities range from
team sports such as soccer and
hockey, racquet sports such as
squash and tennis to the varied
opportunities for water sports
offered at Stewartby and
Brogborough Lakes.

Many villages have small-scale
facilities although not all are open
to the public. In some villages,
schools offer a good source of
sporting facilities for community use.

There is a need to work with
partners to promote sports
facilities currently available within
the Vale and encourage links to
these with the promotion of public
transport and cycle connections
and safe routes that offer an
alternative to the car.  Facilities
include those within the Vale and
others outside the Vale - in Milton
Keynes, Bedford, Ampthill, and
Flitwick.
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Kissing gates open up the Marston Vale
to people who find stiles difficult.



Water Sports
Water sports are well provided for
in the Marston Vale and are
possibly the best served sporting
activity at present. Stewartby and
Brogborough Lakes provide
facilities for windsurfing, water-
skiing, sailing, powerboating and
angling.

Orienteering
At present one permanent
orienteering course exists at
Reynold Wood near Brogborough
set up jointly by the Community
Forest, The Woodland Trust and
South Midlands Orienteering Club
(SMOC). Maps are available to
buy from the Forest Office and

events have been jointly organised
by the Forest Team and SMOC to
attract people to the Forest and to
take part in the sport.

Cycling
Sport cycling is not currently seen
as a significant area of interest in
the Community Forest. However,
cycling for leisure and commuting
are increasingly seen as being
important. Plans for a Milton
Keynes - Bedford - Sandy cycle
route are advancing, as part of the
Sustrans National Cycle Network,
with the existing Country Way
due to be improved and extended
beyond the C56 at Willington, to
Sandy.  The cycleway will be
implemented by Marston Vale
Services and largely funded by
landfill tax credits.  The route will
be well landscaped and provide a
setting for milestone and other art
pieces.

Sport in the Marston Vale will be
promoted by:
• working with Sport England, 

local authority Sports Officers 
and local sports clubs and 
organisations to help promote 
sport and active recreation 
within the Vale;

• encouraging sports facilities, 
within and close to the Vale 
area, to promote the use of 
public transport and cycle links 
as an alternative to the car.
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Sailing at Stewartby Lake.



Making a
sense of place 

Arts will provide a focus for many
projects within the Forest, making
them more exciting, raising their
profile and increasing the
involvement of local communities
and visitors in the Forest. Arts will
help to celebrate that the Forest is
special and unique.

Art and design from landmark
sculptures and benches to organised
events will be used to reinforce
and maintain a distinct Forest
identity, making it a more attractive
and interesting place to visit.

A sense of place will be promoted,
encouraging the use of local
materials, sympathetic designs
and imaginative landscaping
schemes that complement the
area.  Whenever possible these
projects will involve local artists
and people. 

A sense of place will be
developed by:
• encouraging and promoting 

a sense of place  by involving 
local people, artists and 
organisations to enhance 
everyday features and items 
within the Vale.

Art in new landscapes

Art is an effective tool for
challenging preconceived views of
landscape and the environment
and can be used to improve the
quality of experience for everyone.

In the Forest of Marston Vale, art
will have a role in the physical
design and development of the
Forest landscape.  The innovative
use of arts will help to create a
Forest identity at significant
landscape opportunities such as
landfill site restoration.

Art in new landscapes will be
encouraged by:
• maximising the potential for

arts in the restoration of 
damaged land and other 
significant landscaping projects;

• encouraging arts to be
incorporated within the design of
new developments in the Vale.
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Art adds a new dimension to a familiar Vale scene.

The P3 group in Elstow have
used their connections with
John Bunyan to bring a sense
of place to the Parish. This
famous figure has been used
in the design of new signs,
on a well used footpath
running through new
housing. The same local
artist was also commissioned
to restore an old style kissing
gate with designs of plants
growing in the Parish.
Funding for these projects
was secured from the Forest
of Marston Vale and P3.



Art in the Community

Through community based arts
activities and working with artists,
local people will be encouraged to
participate in shaping the future of
Marston Vale.

The Forest will act as a catalyst for
groups and organisations to devise
their own arts projects in or about
the Vale.  Many of these people
may be those who are not
attracted by activities typically
associated with the Forest such as
tree planting.

Art in the community will be
promoted by:
• maximising the potential of arts 

to involve local communities by:
* working with artists to 

develop projects and skills;
* celebrating local 

distinctiveness;
* using arts to address relevant 

community issues;
* encouraging participation in 

other forest activities.
Adding Value

Arts activities and creating a sense
of place will help attract visitors
and investment into the Vale and
provide a valuable resource to
promote the place, its people and
its products.

Some events such as those at
Summer Festivals will be planned
to maximise the potential of visitor
numbers.  Permanent and
changing attractions including
sculpture trails and gallery
exhibitions in the Forest Centre
will be used to sustain people’s
interest and attract repeat visits to

the area.
Artists working in the Forest will
contribute to the Vale economy
and work with local people to
develop and strengthen their skills.

Adding Value
• Arts will be used to attract 

visitors and investment into the 
Vale through:
* contributing to landscape 

improvements that help to 
provide a strong, confident 
image of the Vale to attract 
new business and enterprise, 
e.g. lottery funded artworks 
associated with the Sustrans 
cycle route;

* changing exhibitions and 
events timed to make the 
most of seasonal visitor 
patterns;

* artists working with timber, 
clay and other local materials 
to contribute to the local 
economy;

* promoting a wider skills base 
in the local community that 
contributes to personal and 
economical development.
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The ‘Catching Light’ project
invited photographers and
poets to submit work reflecting
Forest themes. The successful
pieces were designed into an
exhibition and booklet. The
exhibition has been
successfully shown at several
sites throughout Bedfordshire.

Performing arts can communicate forest messages in entertaining ways.

Art offers another way of contributing to
the Community Forest.



The previous chapters have
described aims and proposals that
the Forest Team and its partners
will work towards after 2000.  This
concluding one outlines the
context in which the Forest of
Marston Vale operates and the
principle mechanisms for
delivering the Community Forest
vision.  

The NationalProgramme
The Forest of Marston Vale is one
of a family of 12 Community
Forests which works in partnership
with the Countryside Agency, the
Forestry Commission and others to
deliver a wide range of
environmental, social and
economic objectives.  Through the
National Programme, the Forest of
Marston Vale will continue to have
an important voice at the relevant
national fora where decisions on
policy and resource issues are
made.  The current funding
commitment from the Countryside
Agency runs to 2005 and work
will continue on lobbying for and
securing resources for work
beyond that date.

Partnership
The key partners in the Forest are
the Countryside Agency, Forestry
Commission, Bedfordshire County
Council Mid Beds District Council
and Bedford Borough Council.  A
wide range of public, voluntary
and private sector partners also
have key roles in providing
resources, strategic guidance and
support for the Forest at national,
regional and local level.
Partnerships will continue to be
strengthened by the Forest Team
in all areas of relevant work.

Community groups and individuals
will continue to be valued as key
partners, helping to ensure that
local ownership is generated for all
appropriate Forest work.

Regional Agendas
There is an increasing move
towards a common regional
identity for many of the Forest
partners such as the Countryside
Agency, Forestry Commission and
the Development Agencies.  It will
be important that the work of the
Forest of Marston Vale and the
other Community Forests in the
Eastern region is highlighted
within the relevant strategies.

Marston Vale Trust and
Marston Vale Services Ltd
Marston Vale Services Ltd (MVS),
as the trading company of the
Trust is contracted to Bedfordshire
County Council to deliver this Plan
and keep it up to date.  It has
employed the existing Forest Team
to do so.  This means that MVS
will pay a pivotal role in delivering
the Forest of Marston Vale.  The
Forest Team, employed by MVS, is
the main delivery mechanism to
identify project opportunities,
secure resources, develop
partnerships and provide advice
and support to all those involved
in Forest related work.

Business Plans
The Forest Plan will be
supplemented by annual business
plans which will set the yearly
targets for all areas of Forest work
across the whole partnership.  The
Forest Plan provides the long term
context for delivering the Forest of
Marston Vale vision.  Yearly

targets and implementation will be
guided by the annual business
plans.  These will be subject to
agreement with the key funding
partners and conform to
Countryside Agency guidelines for
the whole community forest
programme.  The annual targets
will collectively deliver the longer
term objectives and targets set out
in this Forest Plan and other Forest
strategies.  They will also identify
the resources needed for
implementation. 

Monitoring and Review 
The success of the Forest of
Marston Vale will be evaluated
against local and national
objectives.  An annual report will
be produced to detail the work
undertaken in the previous year.
The report will also provide an
opportunity to summarise the
business plan targets for the
forthcoming year. 

The Commentree newsletter will
also informally report on
achievements during the year as
well as promoting future events
and activities.

Annual performance statistics will
be collected nationally to monitor
the progress of all of the
Community Forests.  These are
reported to the national partners
and on to the Government and
will influence future political
commitment and resourcing for
the Community Forest
programme.

the way forward
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........and finally

This plan is a blueprint for
environmental, social and
economic regeneration in the
Marston Vale for the next 30
years.  Its aims have the potential
to create a well wooded and
thriving environment for Vale
residents and visitors to enjoy at
many different levels.

The key partners, Forest Team and
all those who are or will be
involved with the Forest of
Marston Vale will work to make
the vision a reality.
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The Forest Centre.
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The Forest of Marston Vale - something for everybody.
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