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Upper Teesdale and its special flora 

In 2017, frustrated at 

Natural Englandès lack of 

funds (its core grant has 

halved since 2010) and the 

consequent low focus and 

action on the conservation 

of rare species of the Dale, 

Dr Bradshaw created the 

Teesdale Special Flora 

Research and Conservation 

Trust. 

       Teesdale special flora facts 

  

2 species occur only in Teesdale within the UK 

  

2 more have their only English sites in Teesdale  

  

5 are at the southern edge of their UK distribution 

  

4 are at the northern edge of their UK distribution 

  

18 species are Nationally Rare 

  

35 are Nationally Scarce 

  

28 species ŀǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y wŜŘ [ƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ considered to be 

threatened with extinction 

Upper Teesdale is considered one of the top 5 çbotanical hotspotsè in Britain and Ireland due 

to its unusually large number of rare plant species, and the fact that plants with very different 

geographical distributions grow here together.  

  

Many of the special plants here are çnorthernè species at the southern edge of their range. 

However we also have çsouthernè species at the northern edge of their range. This unusual 

combination occurs nowhere else in Britain. This çTeesdale Assemblageè of rare plants is 

considered to have survived continuously since shortly after the last glaciation some 10-

12,000 years ago.  

  

Two of the most important places for rare plants in Teesdale are Widdybank Fell and 

Cronkley Fell. A special type of rock, çsugar limestoneè reaches the surface on these two fells 

and nowhere else in Britain. Dry grassland and wet flushed habitats on the sugar limestone 

support several of the rare species. Other habitats in Teesdale which are particularly good for 

the special plants include the Tees riverbank, cliffs and the high fell tops. 

[ƛƳŜǎǘƻƴŜ ƎǊŀǎǎƭŀƴŘ ƻƴ /ǊƻƴƪƭŜȅ CŜƭƭ DI DI 
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Dr Margaret Bradshaw 
Dr Bradshaw comes from an East Yorkshire farming family. She trained as a teacher originally and went on 

to do a PhD in botany at Durham University.  

  

Margaret began exploring Upper Teesdale from her base in Bishop Auckland in the early 1950s, cycling 

and walking for miles to search for the rare plants. 

  

Margaret has studied the flora of Teesdale in more detail than anyone else. Her work provides solid 

evidence on how the populations of rare plants are changing. Nine Ladyès-mantle species occur in Teesdale 

and Margaret became the national expert for this difficult group. Her greatest contribution is the number 

of botanists she has taught and encouraged. 

 Some other highlights of her botanical career include: 

¶ Joined the Botanical Society of the British Isles in 1951. 

¶ Found a new species of Ladyès-mantle for Britain in the 

1950s. 

¶ Leading member of the Teesdale Defence Committee which 

opposed the  construction of the Cow Green Reservoir, 

because of the damage it was to do to areas of unique 

habitat supporting rare plants. 

¶ Awarded a MBE for Services to Conservation in 1977. 

¶ Founder member of the forerunner of Durham Wildlife 

Trust. 

¶ Found a species of Whitebeam new to science, which was 

named after her. 

¶ Established the Upper Teesdale Botany Group in 2003. 

¶ Received the prestigious Marsh Botany Award in 2012.  

¶ Inaugural winner of the annual Pendlebury Award from the 

North Pennines AONB.  

  

 

 

Large-toothed Ladyès-mantle         

Alchemilla subcrenata a9. 
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Project Overview 

The project area covers the whole of the Tees catchment, north of the river Balder and 

west of the Eggleston Burn, an area of almost 400 square kilometres. Within this large 

area the rare plants are concentrated in smaller pockets of suitable habitat. Natural 

England have mapped 159 of the sites known to support rare plants. These, plus other 

important areas not yet mapped, cover around 6 square kilometres in total. 

  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

The project managed by the Trust has three main aims: 

1) To record the locations of the rare plants in detail. 

2) To identify places where rare plant populations are threatened, and to liaise with Natural 

England over land management changes that could safeguard the plants. 

3) To establish a çChampions ofè group which could carry on with similar work in the future. 

The Teesdale Assemblage is often considered to include just over 20 rare plant species. These are the 

rarest or most special plant species in Teesdale. Our project however, includes a wider list of roughly 100 

species which are of conservation interest. 

  

Although the special flora of Teesdale is famous amongst botanists, the number of botanical records 

made prior to this project was surprisingly few. Also, many of the existing records were not detailed 

enough in terms of location to be useful for conservation. A major focus of this project is to generate 

more detailed botanical records. This is necessary in order to guide targeted conservation action. The 

records will also provide a sound baseline against which future trends can be assessed. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Survey Methods 

The main survey method involves recording lists of rare plants in 10m x 10m grid squares. A 

systematic search is made of every grid square within a rare plant site. Some squares 

support several of the rare species (the most so far is 11). Other squares within the mapped 

areas have none of the rare species, but this is also useful information. 

 Some of the benefits of this survey method include: 

ĝ The method is unambiguous and therefore repeatable.  

ĝ The 10m square scale seems the best compromise. The 100m 

scale is too coarse to be useful. The 1m scale would involve 

far too much work to be practical.  

ĝ Our results will enable us to define the most important areas more 

accurately.  

ĝ We have a clear record of which squares have been searched, so 

that the survey does not have to be repeated in areas where 

nothing of interest was found.  

ĝ Our results will be a comprehensive baseline on which an 

unbiased, sample-based monitoring scheme could be based. 

Without the baseline we would be limited to monitoring that 

was either inherently biased or much more time-consuming. 

  

Some species (e.g. Rare Spring-sedge, and the hybrid Violet) are 

difficult to spot unless they are flowering, and their flowering season 

may be quite short. We also do specific searches for these species 

at the right times in addition to the main site surveys. For a small 

number of very rare species we also record every 1m x 1m square 

in which we find them.  
  

  

  

This is slow, repetitive work. An experienced professional botanist can cover up to 70 

squares in a day, but less experienced and volunteer botanists tend to find this work too 

demanding. We have other tasks that volunteers can usefully do, often involving recording a 

single species. 
 

Volunteers surveying a 10m square in 2019 a9. 

Hybrid Violet 

Viola Ĕ burnatii Whw 

Rare Spring-sedge Carex ericetorum 

a9. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results So Far 

As surveying all of the important areas in Teesdale in detail is such 

an enormous task, we have concentrated mainly on one of the 

most important sites Widdybank Fell, during the first three years. 

  

First three survey seasons - facts and figures: 

ĝ Records of 71 species of conservation interest 

ĝ 13,400 botanical records in all 

ĝ Survey completed in 24 rare plant sites on Widdybank Fell 

ĝ 6,000 ten metre squares completely surveyed 

The 10m squares surveyed on Widdybank Fell within the last three years. 

Scottish Asphodel 

Tofieldia pusilla DI 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results So Far 

The number of rare species we recorded in each 10m square on part of Widdybank Fell near 

the mouth of Red Sike. 

The top 10 most frequently recorded species in our survey.   

  

¢ŜŜǎŘŀƭŜ ±ƛƻƭŜǘ ±ƛƻƭŀ ǊǳǇŜǎǘǊƛǎ 
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Species Common names 1968-1977 2002-2010 % decline 

Draba incana Hoary Whitlowgrass 451 1 100% 

Polygala amarella Dwarf Milkwort 531 13 98% 

Viola rupestris Teesdale Violet 976 406 58% 

Primula farinosa Bird's-eye Primrose 665 376 43% 

Carex ericetorum Rare Spring-sedge 61 43 30% 

Average (mean) decline   66% 

 

Evidence of Decline 

Dr Bradshaw and assistants have counted numbers of individual plants at several 

permanently-marked plots on both Widdybank and Cronkley Fells since the late1960s. The 

table below compares the main results for five of the Teesdale Assemblage species from two 

survey periods: 1968 to1977 and 2002 to 2010.  

Between 1968 and 1975 Dr 

Bradshaw and teams of volunteers 

mapped the extent of the populations 

of most of the special plants in detail 

on parts of Widdybank Fell. We used 

these maps to compare the number 

of 10m squares occupied by19 of the 

plants in that survey, with what we 

found during our surveys of the same 

areas over the last three years.  

  

All 19 species have suffered large 

declines in population extent.  On 

average, these species are now 

present in fewer than half of the areas 

they occurred in 45 or so years ago. 

 

Birdès-eye Primrose           

Primula farinosa 

Dwarf Milkwort    

Polygala amarella 

Hoary Whitlowgrass 

Draba incana 

{ǇǊƛƴƎ DŜƴǘƛŀƴ DŜƴǘƛŀƴŀ ǾŜǊƴŀ 
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Survey Highlights 

Before the project there were a reasonable number of records of the more 

easy-to-identify plants like Spring Gentian. Other species had very few records. 

False Sedge only rarely produces flowers, so is easily overlooked unless you recognize its 

vegetative features. Before the survey there were just 200 records of False Sedge, but we 

now know that it is the most widespread and abundant of the special plants in Teesdale. 

We have mapped it in over 2,200 ten metre squares on Widdybank Fell alone. 

Alpine Rush is even more difficult to identify as it flowers late in the season, and looks 

very similar to forms of Jointed Rush that grow close to it. Before the project there were 

just 46 records, but we have now mapped it from 940 ten metre squares. 

For such a well-known botanical hot-spot, you would not expect to find any previously 

overlooked species. However, in 2019 we found the Nationally Scarce Eyebright Euphrasia 

ostenfeldii in short limestone grassland at high altitude on consecutive days on both Little 

Fell and Mickle Fell. This was a new species for Teesdale and in fact it had never been 

confirmed before anywhere in the Pennines. 

False Sedge                        

Carex simpliciuscula 

Ostenfeld's Eyebright    

Euphrasia ostenfeldii 

Alpine Rush                      

Juncus alpinoarticulatus 

CWw 

CWw 

Whw 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Working with others and future plans 

As one of the main aims of the project is to safeguard populations of special plants 

which are threatened, we work closely with Natural England to identify areas where 

conservation action is needed. This close working relationship has already resulted in 

changes to habitat management, leading in particular areas to a partial recovery in 

population numbers. We are working with Natural Englandès National Nature Reserve 

managers on how best to address the declining populations on Widdybank Fell.   

  

Much of Upper Teesdale (including the majority of the most important habitats) is 

owned by private estates. We liaise with the estates about access for our surveys and 

they have been very cooperative and supportive of the project.  

  

The viability of rare plant populations is often dependent on the land management by 

the tenant farmers of the dale. Most of the special plants are light-demanding species 

requiring short, open vegetation. The plants need their habitats to be grazed enough 

in order to maintain suitable conditions for them. 

  

As part of the project we have run guided walks and training days for groups from 

the Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland (BSBI), the Wild Flower Society (WFS) and 

the Upper Teesdale Botany Group. 

  

As well as the main survey done by a professional botanist, we are training volunteers 

to help us with other types of surveys that are more manageable for them. These are 

usually detailed surveys focusing on single species in particular areas in order to help 

us understand the plant populations better. In the next few years we hope that the 

people we have enthused will form the core of a çChampions of the Teesdale Floraè 

group, which will provide a focus for special plant conservation in Upper Teesdale for 

the future. 

  

There is much more that needs to be done. Surveying the rare plants in enough detail 

to be useful for their conservation is detailed, time-consuming work. Another 10,000 

ten metre squares surveyed would cover the most important areas for special plants 

comprehensively. 
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