Top wildlife sites are falling into neglect
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SOME of England's most important natural sites are being neglected despite millions of pounds of funding from the taxpayer, according to watchdogs.

Sites of special scientific interest or SSSIs have been set up to protect endangered wildlife, rare plants or extraordinary geological formations. There are 4,114 in England covering more than one million hectares. It is the job of Natural England to ensure the areas are protected.

Since 2000, pounds 395 million of public money has been spent on managing SSSIs.

However, a report by the National Audit Office found that almost one in five sites was in a bad condition and one in four had not been assessed in the past six years, as recommended in national guidelines.

The report found that the condition of SSSIs had improved in the past few years from half in a "favourable or recovering position'' in 2002 to 83 per cent today.

Natural England was on course to meet a target of having 95 per cent of areas in a "favourable or recovering'' position by 2010.

Because a quarter of sites had not been assessed in the past six years, it was impossible to know how bad conditions were in many of the areas.

About a third of sites did not have conservation objectives in place against which improvements could be measured and the quality of record keeping was "variable''.

Sites recorded as being in an unfavourable condition included some in the Peak District and Epping Forest.

Areas without conservation objectives included Richmond Park in south-west London and north Exmoor.

