Proposal for the Coniscliffe & Merrybent
Forest & Nature Reserve
Development Plan
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Introduction
The North East of England, including the Tees Vally and Darlington, has a rich and varied environment incorporating rural and urban landscapes. The natural environments they support are
intrinsically valuable and create a range of ‘ecosystem services’ providing social and economic benefits including; climate regulation, reduction in flood risk, noise mitigation, crop pollination, carbon
sequestration, reduced air and water pollution, improved health outcomes, enhanced wellbeing and greater social cohesion.1 It is important that we maintain the development concept of 'connected
countryside’, securing good inter-connections between built up areas and the countryside. It is also incumbent on the landowners, planners and decision-makers of today to maintain the balance
between the need for housing supply and the maintenance, protection, conservation of our ever decreasing natural habitats to save them for future generations.
Situated alongside the River Tees, the Parish of Low Coniscliffe and Merrybent draws its economy mainly from the agricultural industry. It is also a popular tourist attraction, with many bridleways
and footpaths - including the Teesdale Way and Merrybent Community Woodland, drawing locals, day trippers, fishermen and visitors to the area.
The Coniscliffe and Merrybent Neighbourhood Plan has been prepared in line with the National planning policy and guidelines and informed by the adopted Darlington Core Strategy (2011) and the
saved policies of the Darlington Local Plan (1997). The plan reflects and provides local detail to a number of policy areas contained within the Local Plan, including protection and enhancement of
the historic and natural environment, enhancement of community facilities, thereby supporting the rural economy and thriving communities. The Plan aims to help achieve sustainable development
by allowing positive growth helping to deliver economic, environmental and social progress for this and future generations. The consultation exercise with residents reflected their overwhelming
desire for the preservation of the natural resources and biodiversity within the Parish. As a part of the Neighbourhood Plan, Community Action 1: Proposes to seek partnership between interested
groups to obtain funding grants to extend the existing Merrybent Community Woodland, linking it up with the Baydale Beck green corridor to create a nature reserve. As well as increasing the
area of woodland, including a network of accessible pathways to link the wood to areas including small ponds and wetlands, with areas of grassland completing the habitats on site, along with a
nature-themed WildPlay area and community/educational centre.
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Tees Valley Forest

The Tees Forest, is one of twelve Community Forests established
throughout England. It covers an area of over 350 sq. kilometres,
representing a major element of the Tees Valley green infrastructure
resource.

The Tees Forest is accessible to around one million

potential users. The aims of the Tees Forests are to retain the best
landscapes, restore those that are in decline, create new landscapes
and to achieve major environmental improvements around the
conurbation and towns of the Tees Valley sub-region. One of the
principal objectives of the Tees Forest is to develop, in conjunction
with the Countryside Agency, the concept of 'connected countryside'
- securing good inter-connections between built up areas and the
countryside by means of Gateways, which provide access points to
the Tees Forest for the local community and Greenways, which are
off road routes radiating from the Gateways.2
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‘…connecting to open spaces and the countryside around built up areas, are key elements to the connected
countryside concept…’3
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Neighbourhood Area Boundary
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Low Coniscliffe &
Merrybent Parish

Lying 3 miles (4.8km) the west of Darlington, Low Coniscliffe
and Merrybent Parish covers an area of 418 hectares. The
southern boundary of the Parish follows the strategic wildlife
corridor of the River Tees. The eastern boundary, runs alongside
the semi-natural ancient woodland of the Baydale beck and the
northern and western borders are primarily field boundaries. The
parish falls within the Teesside conurbation and is included within
The Tees Forest boundary which represents a major element of the
Tees Valley green infrastructure resource.
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River Tees

Most of the Tees Valley is within the 'Tees Lowlands' Countryside Character area, as
defined by the Countryside Agency (now part of
Natural England). The key characteristics of the Tees
Lowlands are; a broad low lying plain of gently
undulating, predominantly arable farmland, with some
pasture, and wide views to distant hills: the
meandering, slow moving River Tees flows through the
heart of the area, dividing the lowlands to north and
south. Woodland cover is generally sparse, but with local variations such as the steep
banks of the middle reaches of the River Tees, and parkland and managed estate.
Minor valleys and linear strips of open land extend as 'green wedges' from rural
farmland into the heart of the Teesside conurbation. At the heart of the Tees Valley's
green network, the River Tees Corridor runs from beyond the boundary of the subregion, past Darlington, into the middle of the Teesside conurbation, through to the
internationally important wetland habitats around the Tees Estuary. The Tees Valley
River Corridor forms a strategic major route providing a wildlife corridor through the
urban areas into the surrounding countryside.
Major long distance footpaths such as the Teesdale Way provide links from the urban
areas into the countryside and often utilise corridors that could form a basis for a green
infrastructure network. The Teesdale Way is a popular walk for locals and runs
alongside the village of Low Coniscliffe situated at the heart of the River Tees.4
Tees Valley Strategic Wildlife Corridor
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Merrybent Community Woodland

In 2007, as a part of the North East Community Forests group Darlington Borough Council, in partnership with The Tees Forest, The
Countryside Agency and the Forestry Commission, planted 16 hectares of deciduous woodland adjacent to the development of
Merrybent Drive. Aimed at improving the environment and encouraging more people to use the outdoors for education and enjoyment,
around 200 young people, including local scouts were engaged in the creation of the Merrybent Community Woodland. The new
woodland was designed to improve the local area within Low Coniscliffe and Merrybent Parish, provide a recreational space for many
years to come and encourage the local community to participate in outdoor activities as a place of recreation, exercise and education.

Baydale Beck

The eastern boundary of Low Coniscliffe and Merrybent Parish features natural ancient woodland which follows the path of the Baydale beck, that flows into the River Tees. This is known to be
an important green infrastructure corridor for the local bat population and Black Poplar Tree. The beck feeds into the River Tees corridor and runs alongside an abandoned service reservoir
belonging to Northumbria Water Works, which is a well known, significant and important habitat of the Greater Crested Newt.
The black poplar was once a common sight in England. It is a native British timber tree which enjoys wet habitat of stream sides and floodplains of lowland
rivers. Following the introduction of other types of hybrid poplars for timber production, the native form of black poplar went into swift decline, made more
catastrophic by the introduction of better land drainage and more intense river management which destroyed much of the tree’s natural habitat. It is now the
UK’s most endangered and rarest native timber tree and has declined close to extinction. Today only a few trees still occur alongside rivers or stream. The
majority of surviving trees occur in lowlands to the south of the Humber and Mersey estuaries, particularly in the west Midlands, Welsh marches and East
Anglia, with scattered individuals occurring as far north as the River Tees.
Durham has some of the northernmost records for the native black poplar, but only a small number of individuals are known to survive. The current state of the
black poplar in the Durham area is still not well known. Records of black poplar dating over the last 20 years are almost entirely from the Darlington area.
Apart from a couple of single trees recorded elsewhere in the town, the only other recorded mature Native Black Poplar are a pair of trees along the side of
Baydale Beck.

Black Poplar - Baydale beck
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Green infrastructure definition
The Green Infrastructure is defined as:
“The physical environment within and between our cities, towns and villages. It is a network of multi-functional open spaces, including formal parks, gardens, woodlands, green corridors,
waterways, street trees and open countryside. It comprises all environmental resources, and thus a green infrastructure approach also contributes towards sustainable resource management 5.”
In view of the Government's recent proposals for planning reform and unprecedented building programmes, investing in the existing green infrastructure will help to safeguard and deliver landscape
and townscape character and distinctiveness, biodiversity, water and health, recreation, climate change adaptation and mitigation, and other land use and spatial elements. Environmental
infrastructure forms the basis for green infrastructure which is essential for delivering
quality of place, contributing towards healthy, safe, sustainable communities to help
attract and retain businesses and skilled people within the region. The development of
green infrastructure will also contribute towards Darlington and Tees Valley's urban
and rural tourism, enhancing the area's overall image as an attractive destination.
There is an urgent need to invest in the green infrastructure to deliver benefits for the
environment and enhance quality of life for all. Parks, woodland, green corridors,
wildlife sites, open spaces, watercourses and the open countryside are spaces that
can perform a number of different functions - such as formal and informal recreation,
nature conservation, food production, enhanced settings for existing and new
development, routes for walkways and cycle ways, areas for flood risk management,
an education resource, promote better public health and create a sense of well-being.
They also help to mitigate the effects of climate change helping to create an attractive
environment to encourage people to stay in the area and which will increases the
appeal for inward investors and entrepreneurs.
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“…a core element of creating sustainable communities is the provision of good quality parks and open spaces
which provide environmental functions such as water management and biodiversity, as well as access….”6”

Coniscliffe Forest & Nature Reserve
Low Coniscliffe & Merrybent Parish Neighbourhood Plan seeks, by appropriate strategies and programmes, and by local partnerships and individual organisations, to maintain the existing
community forest and enhance the existing green infrastructure, and environmental management, including the strategic wildlife corridor of the River Tees and Baydale beck, whilst at the same
time promoting sustainable development.
By maintaining and enhancing biodiversity, including the creation of new habitats, the development of the Coniscliffe & Merrybent Forrest &
Nature Reserve will contribute to the delivery of the Darlington & Tees Valley Biodiversity Action Plan by:
• Helping to cope with the effects of climate change through the creation of new compensatory habitats
• Provide better opportunities for exercise, sport, active recreation and consequently improved health; also

• Contribute to the health and well-being benefits of tranquillity and absence of noise, air and light pollution
• Opportunities for greater community involvement

• Contribute to environmental sustainability and climate change adaptation through opportunities for improved flood-risk management, air and
water quality
• Enhance Darlington & Tees Valley's 'nature-based' and 'activity-based' tourism.
Darlington Borough Council Green Infrastructure Landscape and Townscape Action Plan incorporates;
• the protection and improvement to the natural and green built heritage, which includes Baydale Beck,
• to reinstate traditional landscape features along public rights of way including Broken Scar and field margins,
• to positively manage, protect and enhance the rural landscape features and natural ancient woodland including Merrrybent Wood 7
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It is envisaged that The Coniscliffe & Merrybent Community Forest &

Nature Reserve will be a welcoming, safe and well maintained habitat with
a strong involvement from the local community
The reserve will provide intrinsic environmental, aesthetic, and recreation
benefits to the Parish and the wider area of Darlington town. It will also
be a source of positive economic benefits such as enhancing property
values, increasing municipal revenue, attracting homebuyers, workers and
attract retirees to the area.
It is anticipated that after developing partnerships with interested parties
an extra 16-20 hectares of the arable land adjacent to the present
Merrybent Wood should be purchased by a combination of grants and
local fund raising. As well as increasing the area of woodland, including a
network of accessible pathways linking the woodland to small lakes and
wetlands, with areas of grassland completing the habitats on site. A
nature-themed WildPlay area will complement the park, which it is
intended to include a community centre that will have a range of facilities
including toilets, a classroom and possibly meeting rooms and a coffee
shop.
Over years, it is envisaged the reserve will develop into a significant area
for wildlife. The wetlands and grasslands will support a wide range of
birds, mammals, insects and animals as well as hopefully increasing the
populations of great crested newts and bats. This will provide a suitable
legacy for generations to come.
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Conclusion
The social, economic and sustainable development arguments for investing in green infrastructure are incredibly
strong. Developments should not damage existing wildlife sites and should in fact enhance them where possible. Green
infrastructure should contribute to the management, conservation and improvement of the local landscape and
townscape. As well as being of critical importance in representing a range of habitats and their associated species,
community woodland, nature reserves and protected wildlife sites offer a valuable opportunity for people to experience
and learn about wildlife on their own doorstep. Woodland, nature reserves and country parks provide a valuable green
space resource for towns and cities alike.
Low Coniscliffe & Merrybent Parish Council wish to create an environment that not only attracts people to the area,
but encourages them to stay and increases the appeal for inward investors and entrepreneurs by creating more
opportunities for recreation, whilst maintaining and encouraging the wildlife. Activity based tourism will be supported
through the extensive network of footpaths, bridleways and cycleways that are a part of the Darlington and Tees
Valley's green infrastructure. The nature reserve will also be used to manage flood risk positively, by making available
space for water. Woodlands and wetlands in particular have the capacity to absorb rainwater, slow down the rate of
run-off and reduce the risk of flooding downstream. Included in the forest and nature reserve would be a specific
sector designated for a children’s adventure/educational play area.
We are looking for partnerships to secure funding to enable the community to create and enhanced the environmental
setting of Low Conniscliffe & Merrybent Parish. This will help promote Darlington & Tees Valley as a high quality
place to live, work, invest and visit. Community involvement will be encouraged from the outset in the design,
implementation and management of ;

The Coniscliffe & Merrybent Forrest & Nature Reserve A vibrant, Healthy Place to Live, Work and Learn

Help us to help you create a better environment for future generations……

Possible key partners;

Darlington Borough Council

The Local Community

North East England Nature Partnership

Northumbria Water

Forestry Commission

CPRE

Tees Valley Combined Authority

Natural England

Land Owners

Local Businesses

Developers

Heritage Lottery
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