
Chalk Grassland

The European equivalent to tropical rainforest



What is chalk grassland?

A truly wildlife rich habitat - up to 45 species of flowering plants can be found in one 
square metre of lowland calcareous grassland – it has been called the European 
equivalent of tropical rainforest.

Chalk grassland (also known as lowland calcareous grassland) is found over limestone 
and chalk rocks, and grows below an altitude of 250 metres on shallow, lime-rich soils, 
mainly in the warmer, drier south and east of the UK. Typically, this type of habitat is 
found on dry valley slopes, although it can develop in neglected chalk and limestone 
quarries, railway cuttings and along roadside verges.



How was chalk grassland formed?

Chalk rock - calcium carbonate - was formed in warm, tropical seas about 100 million 
years ago in the Cretaceous Period. During this time, microscopic marine algae called 
coccoliths lived in the sea. Their shells were made of calcite. As the algae died, their 
bodies sunk, depositing chalk sediment on the sea bed along with fragments of seashells. 
Over millions of years layers of chalk sediment were deposited and compacted, forming 
solid chalk rock.

Weathering of the chalk enabled plants to 
gain a foothold.  The addition and decay of 
this organic material (humus) over the past 
10,000 years has created a characteristic 
soil known as rendzina.

Rendzina soil profile, Seven Sisters
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Where is it found?

Current estimates suggest that up to 
41,000 hectares of lowland chalk 
grassland remain in the UK. 

The major concentrations are on 
the chalk downs of Wiltshire, 
Dorset, Kent, Hampshire and Sussex, 
but there are also some significant 
areas in the Chilterns, Mendips and 
Cotswolds. 

The South Downs National Park has 
5,608ha of chalk grassland (covering 
4% of the total area of the Park).

Chalk distribution map UK



Chalk grassland and lowland heathland distribution 
in the South Downs National Park 



How was chalk grassland formed?

The South Downs have been grazed since the arrival of the first farmers from Europe 
4,500 years ago. Stone Age farmers cleared the natural forest using flint-bladed tools, 
providing timber and grazing land for their animals.

A combination of sheep grazing over several hundred years and a soil deficient in 
most plant nutrients has allowed the development of the short, springy grassland. This 
may have up to 45 different species of flowering plants and mosses per square metre, 
but in order to maintain that rich diversity and prevent more vigorous grasses from 
dominating the low growing plants, it is necessary to continue grazing. 



Why is chalk grassland important?

Lowland chalk grassland is one of Western Europe’s most diverse plant communities, 
supporting a whole range of wildlife including wildflowers, insects, mammals and birds. 
Many of these species are specialists and are unable to live anywhere else.

Common flowers like small scabious can be found alongside many nationally rare plants 
such as late spider orchid and pasqueflower.  The vast array of wildflowers attracts a 
mass of insects including scarce species such as the wart-biter bush cricket and Duke of 
Burgundy butterfly.  60% of the UK’s butterfly species can be found in the chalk 
grassland habitats of the South Downs National Park.

Chalk grassland also provides feeding and breeding habitat for a number of threatened 
birds such as stone curlew and skylark, and is home to a wide range of other wildlife.



Is chalk grassland threatened?

Before the Second World War, lowland chalk grassland was widespread, but it has 
seriously declined in extent: by 1984, 80% of sheep-grazed lowland chalk and limestone 
grassland had disappeared.

The most significant reason for this decline is the reduction of grazing and traditional 
management due to changes in land use. Much of the wildlife of lowland chalk grassland 
is unable to withstand the results of agricultural intensification including the increased 
use of herbicides and fertilisers and over- or under-grazing. Development, mineral 
extraction, landfill, afforestation and heavy recreational pressure have also been 
instrumental in the loss of chalk grassland habitats, and species that depend on them.



36% of the chalk 

grassland sites 
within the National 
Park are less than 

one hectare
in size.

Is chalk grassland threatened?

Only 45% of chalk grassland in the National Park is designated as SSSI, meaning 

that over half does not benefit from significant legal protection. 

Chalk grassland condition for the South Downs National Park 



Problems

Endangered

Fragmented

Undervalued

Benefits

Over 40m visits  annually

Rich in wildlife and cultural heritage

1.2m people rely on drinking water from the Downs



What can we do to conserve our chalk grassland habitats?

Better

Bigger

More

Joined



What is the SDNPA doing to conserve chalk grassland habitats?

Data and evidence
• Chalk grassland mapping, habitat opportunity modelling, chalk grassland habitat 

condition monitoring.

Protection, management, restoration and reconnection
• Protection via the planning system and through working with partners e.g. Natural 

England on protection of designated chalk grassland sites.

• Day to day work (Operations), mitigation and enhancement work via the planning 
system e.g. Rampion, specific project work e.g. NIA, Brighton Blue Butterflies project, 
The Big Chalk project, advice to farmers and land managers e.g. Countryside 
Stewardship.

Responsible and sustainable use
• Day-to-day engagement with chalk grassland site users and managers, communications 

and engagement work.

Strategy and policy
• SDNP Local Plan and Partnership Management Plan.



Example of chalk grassland project delivery:
Chalk grassland sites worked on for the NIA Project



Area of chalk grassland managed to maintain/improve condition:  962 hectares
Area of chalk grassland created/restored: 811 hectares
(total area of chalk grassland in the SDNP: 5,608 hectares)

Extent of habitat managed to secure species-specific needs:  497 hectares

Contribution to water quality: 2,262 hectares

Benefits for target species – population increases during the project:
Small blue 205%
Duke of Burgundy 280%
Chalkhill blue 214%

Number of volunteer hours on NIA activities: 63,000 hours (9,000 days)

Number of partners worked with: 29

What difference did the NIA project make?





Future chalk grassland work in the SDNP

• NIA Partnership to continue - partners see the need for continued chalk 
grassland landscape scale partnership (long-term vision for chalk grassland in the 
SDNP).

• Future chalk grassland management, restoration and re-creation work in the 
SDNP will be resourced in a variety of ways, for example:

• Countryside Stewardship
• Funding applications (e.g. HLF, Life+)
• Water quality projects (e.g. CHAMP)
• Payments for Ecosystems Services
• Mitigation and compensation payments via the planning system (e.g. 

Rampion)
• Work by partner staff and volunteers.


