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1.0 Introduction
Westminster’s parks and green spaces provide people
somewhere to meet, play sport, take children to the
playground and enjoy a walk in pleasant surroundings.
Many of our green spaces in Westminster have also
come to represent a small piece of countryside in the
heart of London. They offer a valuable ecological
resource in their own right, helping to sustain urban
wildlife.

Some landscapes are managed more formally than
others. The ecological value of the site can be sensitive
to planting styles and management practices.
Landscapes also have a wider environmental role,
forming part of the green infrastructure of the city by
contributing to sustainable urban drainage, moderating
the ‘urban heat island effect’ and the borough’s ability to
adapt to climate change.

This Action Plan seeks to improve the quality and status
of our parks and green spaces for biodiversity by
promoting an understanding and enjoyment of nature
by green-space managers and visitors, by encouraging
good sustainable-management practices and creating
opportunities for enhancement and wildlife-conservation
activities across Westminster. 

Parks and Green Spaces
Westminster’s parks and green spaces have come to represent a small piece of countryside in

the heart of London. 

Westbourne Green, © Steve Mills
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of functions simultaneously for a large number of
people; providing safe places for children to play,
modern sporting facilities, cafes, venues for
corporate and charitable events and concerts. The
loss of green space to the development of leisure
facilities combined with a general increase in
artificial lighting, noise and disturbance and
urbanisation of open space can have a significant,
detrimental effect on wildlife. 

3.4 Landscape management contracts
Public parks and open green spaces are often
managed by contractors who work to a green-
space management contract or specification. The
emphasis within these contracts on land
management for biodiversity has a direct influence
on the ecological status of green space in
Westminster. The skill of the contractor in carrying
out management that is sensitive to the ecological
characteristics of a site will also have an effect on
its quality. This is influenced by the level of support
and training provided by managers.

3.5 Design and management
The design, choice of plants and approach to
management have large effects on the wildlife in
parks and green spaces. Although the strong
historic landscapes of the central Royal Parks and
formal planting of public squares and gardens that
are characteristic of central Westminster may not
always appear natural in the visual sense, they
offer opportunity for biodiversity. 

2.0 Current status
The size and characteristics of our parks and green
spaces vary enormously. They include large parks such
as Hyde Park and The Regent’s Park and the ‘pocket
parks’ such as Soho Square. There are also areas of
public green space that surround housing estates such
as Churchill Gardens and the communal green space
managed by private landowners such as Belgrave
Square. 

The total area of parks and green space is estimated at
527ha, equal to 24% of Westminster. Of this, 15.49ha is
known to be land surrounding housing estates – this
figure does not include green space managed by
Registered Social Landlords however so is an
underestimate. 

The six central Royal Parks, which lie completely or
mainly in Westminster, account for the majority of this
green space and cover 368 ha, nearly 17% of the
borough’s area. They are classified into three
Metropolitan Sites of Importance for Nature
Conservation (SINC): The Regent’s Park, Hyde Park and
Kensington Gardens, St James’s Park, The Green Park
and Buckingham Palace Gardens. 

A number of small parks, squares and housing estates
are also designated for their nature-conservation value
as Borough (Grade I and II) and Local SINC. 

3.0 Factors affecting the habitat
3.1 Planning policy

Biodiversity and Sites of Importance for Nature
Conservation in Westminster are afforded
protection in the Westminster Unitary Development
Plan (UDP) and in both the London Plan and the
Mayor of London’s Biodiversity Strategy.

3.2 Climate change
The trend towards warmer, wetter and stormier
winters with hotter and drier summers brings
increasing pressures on wildlife in our parks and
green spaces. For green-space managers, there
is a requirement to make climate-change
adaptations, for example by conserving and
harvesting rainwater, introducing planting schemes
that will tolerate periods of drought and provide
more shade for visitors, preventing the loss of soft
landscape that absorbs rainwater and improves
humidity. In turn, there is also a need to ensure
that these adaptations are carried out in a way that
is sensitive to the ecological value of the site. 

3.3 Competing pressures on green space
There is an estimated 1.86 ha of publicly
accessible open green space to every 1,000
residents in Westminster. There are 244,000
residents but the daytime population swells to over
1 million with the arrival of visitors and workers to
the borough. Our parks and green spaces are
under considerable pressure to perform a number
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walking distance from a Metropolitan or Borough
SINC are defined as Areas of Wildlife Deficiency.
These have been adopted in the Westminster UDP
and Westminster Open Space Strategy as priority
areas for increasing people’s access to nature.

4.2 Strategic initiatives
The Green Flag Award – first established in 1996 –
now provides a national benchmark standard for
the sustainable management of Westminster City
Council parks. Biodiversity is a key component of
the award scheme and has become an integral
part of park-management plans. Neighbourhoods
Green – a project led by Notting Hill Housing
Group and Peabody Trust since 2004 – aims to
improve the design and management of green
spaces around social housing. The principles of
Neighbourhoods Green are promoted in
Westminster and applied, in particular, on
Peabody housing estates. 

4.3 Management and habitat creation for wildlife 
and people
Practical initiatives to enhance the value of our
parks and green spaces for wildlife are being
implemented across Westminster. 

In the central Royal Parks, activities include the
retention of decaying wood habitat; the creation of
reedbeds and wetlands; the planting of native
trees, hedgerows and shrubberies; the
management of meadow areas and tall grassland.

Biodiversity will fare well in green spaces where
sustainable practices are employed – for example
where the use of pesticides is kept to a minimum,
rainwater is harvested, compost is made on site
and tree works are carried out with regard for
protected species. 

3.6 Human disturbance 
Dog walkers and free-running dogs can cause
disturbance to wildlife, in particular to birds that

nest close to the ground. Vandalism is another
cause of disturbance. 

4.0 Current action
4.1 Legal and planning status

Non-statutory Sites of Importance for Nature
Conservation (SINC) are protected by planning
policies in the Westminster Unitary Development
Plan (UDP). Parts of Westminster more than 1km

Woodland Walk, London Zoo, © Zoological Society of London



Westminster biodiversity action plan | 17

Certain species have been selected as flagships for this
Plan on the basis that their conservation status will
benefit from the positive management of our parks and
green

Birds: Woodpeckers
Mammals: Bats
Plants: Hawthorn
Invertebrates: Skipper butterflies

(large, small and Essex skippers)

6.0 Action Plan Aims
• Audit and monitor biodiversity in parks and green

spaces.

• Promote understanding, awareness and enjoyment
of nature in our parks and green spaces.

• Protect and enhance biodiversity in our parks and
green spaces.

• Promote good practice in land management for
biodiversity in our parks and green spaces.

• Incorporate principles of biodiversity for parks and
green spaces in policies and plans.

7.0 Links with other Action Plans
• Westminster Habitat Action Plans for Built

Environment; Standing Open Water; Veteran Trees
and Decaying Wood.

The Royal Parks has embedded biodiversity in its
landscape maintenance contracts, making it a
consideration for all involved in land management.
Furthermore, nature-conservation activities are
tracked through their ISO14001 Environmental
Management Systems. 

Westminster City Council has also incorporated
biodiversity into its eight-year grounds
maintenance contract let in April 2007 facilitating a
wildlife-friendly approach to parks management.
Wildflower meadows have been created along
with planting schemes that favour native species,
bird and bat boxes have been erected, standing
deadwood has been retained where possible and
deadwood piles created. A drive to improve
people’s access to nature is at the heart of
development projects to create new wildlife areas
in parks such as Queen’s Park Gardens.

Private landowners in Westminster are
demonstrating good practice in how they manage
their green space for biodiversity. London Zoo
runs a native-species conservation programme
which extends to how it manages its land. It
includes, among other activities, the creation and
management of wildflower-meadow areas, the
rotational cutting of semi-natural grassland areas,
native-hedgerow planting, tree management by
pollarding, crown reduction and the creation of
deadwood piles for stag beetles. Grosvenor
Estates has introduced rainwater collection

schemes and compost bins to its squares,
erected bird boxes (including for tawny owl),
introduced meadow projects for lawns and
retained dead hedgerows and dead-wood piles
for invertebrates. 

4.4 Survey and monitoring
All parks and green spaces above 0.25ha in size
undergo a habitat survey as part of the Mayor’s
rolling programme. These data are supplemented
in Westminster by surveys and monitoring carried
out by a cross-section of landowners. For
example, a long-term bird survey has been
undertaken in the central Royal Parks; tree surveys
are ongoing not only in the central Royal Parks,
but also at London Zoo and in Westminster City
Council parks and open spaces. Butterfly and
moth monitoring is carried out in Regent’s Park,
while habitat, bat and breeding-bird surveys are
ongoing in Westminster City Council open spaces. 

5.0 Flagship habitats and species
Within the parks and green spaces of Westminster a
number of habitat types are found, and these are
acknowledged in this Plan as flagships. They include
veteran trees and decaying wood, secondary woodland,
scattered trees, planted shrubbery, hedgerow, scrub,
flower beds and herbaceous borders, amenity
grassland, semi-improved neutral grassland, acid
grassland, tall herbs and roughland, living roofs and
vertical habitats, standing open water and reedbeds.
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• Westminster Species Action Plans for bats;
buttoned-snout moth; hedgehog; house sparrow;
tawny owl.

• London Habitat Action Plans for Acid Grassland;
Heathland; Parks and Green Spaces; Reedbeds;
Woodland.

• London Species Action Plans for bats; grey heron;
house sparrow; stag beetle. 

8.0 Lead partner organisation and
working group members
The lead partner for this Plan is Westminster City
Council (WCC).

Working group members include CityWest Homes
(CWH); Grosvenor Estates Ltd (GE); The Royal Parks
(TRP); The Thorney Island Society (TIS); Zoological
Society of London (ZSL).

Contact:
Westminster City Council
Environment and Projects
Planning and City Development
11th Floor, City Hall, 64 Victoria Street 
London SW1E 6QP

Telephone: 020 7641 1951 



Target 1: Audit and monitor biodiversity in parks and green spaces.
Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

1 Distribute GiGL monitoring form to park managers and encourage recording. WCC CWH, GE, TRP, ZSL 06/07 08/07 -

2 Set up monitoring programme for key groups (e.g. plants, butterflies, moths TRP BC, WCC, ZSL -
and bats) at specific sites.

3 Deliver volunteer-training workshops for specific groups of native species, ZSL TRP tbd
e.g. bats, moths.

4 Write articles for local newsletters and magazines on recording and monitoring  ZSL TRP, WCC Ongoing -
in Westminster’s parks and green spaces to raise awareness and recruit 
new volunteers.

5 Monitor delivery of biodiversity objectives in site-management plans WCC CWH, GE, TRP, ZSL 03/07 Ongoing -
working with land managers and contractors.

6 Review progress on action plan annually using the UK Biodiversity WCC CWH, GE, TRP, TIS, ZSL 06/08 08/08 -
Action Reporting System (BARS).

Target 2: Promote understanding, awareness and enjoyment of nature
in our parks and green spaces.

Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

7 Erect interpretation boards about native species and habitats in appropriate sites. WCC  CWH, GE, TRP, ZSL  04/07 Ongoing -

8 Hold wildlife events in the Wildlife Garden, Regent’s Park. RSPB TRP 04/07 09/09 -

9 Hold walks, talks and events on native species for members of the public ZSL BC, LBG, TRP, WCC 04/07 Ongoing -
(e.g. bats, spiders, birds, butterflies and moths).

10 Publicise wildlife events on partner websites and in local press. WCC CWH, GE, TRP, ZSL  04/07 Ongoing -

11 Secure funds for and develop Ecology Field Centre in Paddington Recreation Ground WCC SCFC, LARPs 04/07 03/09 £150k
as a hub for wildlife events, activities and environmental education.

Target 3: Protect and enhance biodiversity in our parks and green spaces.
Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

12 Achieve Green Flag status in 13 City Council parks and squares. WCC 04/07 07/09 -

13 Achieve Green Flag status in 18 City Council parks and squares. WCC 04/08 07/09 -

action plan: Parks and Green Spaces
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NB For a full list of acronyms see page 64 of the ‘Westminster Biodiversity Action Plan’.

See over for acronyms



Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

14 Secure funds for and create an environmental area in Paddington Recreation Ground. WCC 04/07 03/09 £100k

15 Create a new wildlife area in Queen’s Park Gardens working with local-volunteer WCC 04/07 03/08 £35k
action groups.

16 Secure funds for and implement biodiversity enhancements in the WCC 04/07 03/08 £25k
Local Nature Reserve at St John’s Wood Church Grounds.

17 Carry out site visits to identify opportunity for biodiversity enhancements in green   CWH WCC 04/07 07/07 -
space for social housing.

18 Develop a pilot project to implement Neighbourhoods Green principles in green CWH WCC, PT 06/07 03/09 £20k
space surrounding housing estates working with local residents.

19 Extend wetland area in Regent’s Park and guided public access to the site. TRP WCC £16k

20 Increase marginal planting and reedbed creation in open water, The Regent’s Park. TRP WCC £20k

21 Integrate action for biodiversity in site-management plans, master plans and WCC CWH, GE, TRP, ZSL 04/07 Ongoing -
new landscape works.

Target 4: Promote good practice in land management for biodiversity
in our parks and green spaces.

Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

22 Hold a ‘best-practice day’, e.g. managing parks for hedgehogs, and encourage TRP CWH, GE, WCC, ZSL 04/08 12/08 £1.5k
land managers to attend. Produce summary report of day and disseminate widely.

23 Encourage land managers to attend relevant Neighbourhoods Green and WCC CWH, GE, TRP, ZSL 04/07 Ongoing -
London Parks & Green Spaces Forum events and seminars.

Target 5: Incorporate principles of biodiversity for parks and green spaces 
in policies and plans.

Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

24 Ensure the application of biodiversity-planning policies protecting Sites of Importance  WCC 04/07 Ongoing -
for Nature Conservation, priority and protected species.

25 Develop biodiversity policies for protected and priority species and Sites of Importance WCC CWH, GE, TRP, TIS, ZSL 04/07 03/08 -
for Nature Conservation as part of the Local Development Framework.

26 Target Section106 contributions for biodiversity enhancements in our parks WCC 04/07 Ongoing -
and green spaces.

27 Integrate biodiversity in new plans and strategy documents, WCC CWH, GE, TRP, TIS, ZSL 04/07 Ongoing -
e.g. Tree Strategy, Housing Strategy.
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BC = Butterfly Conservation, CWH = CityWest Homes, GE = Grosvenor Estates Ltd, LARP = Local Area Renewal Partnership, LBG = London Bat Group,
PT = Peabody Trust, RSPB = Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, SCFC = Sayers Croft Field Centre, TIS = The Thorney Island Society, 
TRP = The Royal Parks, WCC = Westminster City Council, ZSL = Zoological Society of London




