Using forests to reclaim landscapes:-

What do you do when hundreds of thousands of tonnes of rock & soil have been dug from the local landscape? What can be done with disused buildings and flooded opencast mine workings – land that is one of the most derelict sites in England and Wales?

The answer is to clean it up and return and make it an attractive landscape once again. Of course it must be used in a sustainable way. 

For nearly 100 years much of the Marston Vale, between Bedford & Milton Keynes, has been used to mine Oxford Clay for making bricks. Huge cranes drag up to 10 tonnes of clay out of the ground with each grab. The clay is dried, moulded and then fired in huge kilns to make the red bricks that many of our homes are made with.

When all of the clay has been removed, huge holes are left in the landscape. A chain of large pits stretches from the M1 near Milton Keynes to the outskirts of Kempston. These pits have either been allowed to fill with water for recreation or have been used as landfill sites for the rubbish. This area has been identified as one of the worst areas of rural derelict land in England and Wales. It is the site of one of 12 Community Forest projects.

The Community forests cover 3.6% of the total land area in England & Wales. This represents about half the land area taken up by all of the National Parks. The forests are within easy traveling of almost half the population of England. This means that there is likely to be a Community Forest near where you live. It is important that local people have a say in what happens in their forests. The main aim of Community Forests is to improve the countryside around towns and cities by planting woodland. Eventually this will create a better environment for local people.

Hundreds of settlements are located in the 12 Community Forests in England and Wales and new woodland needs to provide for recreation, as well as making an economic contribution in terms of jobs and settlement. The area represents a massive ‘Brownfield site’ which is ideal for developing new housing with out damaging the unspoilt the environment. As the Forest of Marston Vale along with other Community Forests have good transport links they are attractive locations for Tertiary Industry (services). However, as forests are attempting to improve environments Economically, Socially and Environmentally there are conflicts about what kind of sustainable development is taking place.

At present only 7% of England and Wales is covered by woodland. It is recognized that creating new woodland and forests will be of huge benefit to local people. However, it is likely to take 40 to 50 years before the full effects of the projects to be seen. In the end the aim is to create 30 -40% woodland cover in the Community Forest area.

Landowners need to be encouraged to turn their land into woodland. Thousands of saplings the size of pencils are being planted on open land to create new woods. However, landowners often believe that the land they own will be more profitable if it is sold for building & development rather than to be use as new woodland. Land is hard to come by and farmers need to be given grants to give up their land for trees.

The Forest of Marston Vale

The whole of The Forest of Marston Vale covers an area of 15o km2. Not all of the area has been used for brick making. About 25,000 people live in the forest area and another 145,000 live on the edge of the forest mainly in Bedford. Up to another half a million people live within a 20-minute drive of the Forest.

Agriculture remains the main land use in 70% of the area. The brick industry has damaged 10% of the Vale, but only one pit is operating, Unfortunately it has been decided that the clay now contains too much Sulphur and when bricks are made too much pollution is created. Even though there is clay in the ground it is likely that the pit will close and no bricks will be made in the area by 2008. Six ex-clay pits have been flooded and three are being used for landfill and are being filled with rubbish. This area that has suffered the worst environmental problems.  Every year land is brought and new woodland is created. In the middle of the forest they have created a Forest Centre and the Millennium Country Park.

Local people are involved in the planning, planting and looking after the woods that have been created. All over the world most of sustainable developments involve the local people. 

The Forest of Marston Vale surrounds three sides of the town of Bedford. In the brick fields there has been so much damage that the landscape needs to be repaired before trees can be planted. The pits are a problem. One of the ways of dealing with these pits is to fill them with waste as landfill sites. The waste material is gathered in the local towns and from London and the South East of England. The rubbish is moved by lorry and train and dumped in the pits. Eventually 3 – 4 metres of topsoil is spread over the top and trees can be planted.

In order to make the area of Bedford and Milton Keynes more successful plans have been made for all kinds of projects in area of the Marston Vale. These include developing the roads by adding extra lanes to the M1 and A421. A new sustainable settlement called The Wixhams will be built on the site of Elstow storage depot, which was used warehousing and an industrial estate. The Forest of Marston Vale is also under threat for the growth of Milton Keynes. A massive freshwater aquarium based on the Eden project domes in Cornwall called Nirah could be created. It would be developed in one of the clay pits would attract a large number of tourists each year. There are plans to build the 5th Center Parcs holiday village on the edge of the Forest of Marston Vale. A canal could be built between Bedford & Milton Keynes to link the Grand Union Canal to the River Great Ouse.  

Using the woodland in a sustainable way is important. Most of the developments outlined above are controversial with significant groups of people who oppose the ideas.  It is agreed that trees improve people’s quality of life as well as improving the quality of the environment. The woods in the Community Forest will provide somewhere for people to relax and use for Leisure & Recreation. 

It is still early days as far as the forest is concerned. The first trees were planted a little over 15 years ago. There are still many years of planting left before any real change can be seen. Most local people think that the forest is a good idea. However, many local children have never visited the countryside near their homes and have no idea what the forest is all about. The success of the development will depend on whether the developments that are allowed are really sustainable.
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