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7. The evolution of the biosphere reserve network in the United Kingdom 

 

Martin F. Price 

 

Abstract 

 

Some of the first biosphere reserves (BRs) in the world were designated in the UK in 1974-

77.  For the next two decades, these conservation sites were barely recognized either locally 

or nationally.  Following the establishment of the periodic review process in 1995, a first 

national-level review of the UK’s 13 BRs showed that none met most of the criteria in the 

Statutory Framework.  This had two outcomes.  First, four BRs in Scotland were withdrawn.  

Second, two others were expanded.  Following a second national review in 2009, a further 

four BRs were withdrawn and two others were expanded.  In addition, two new BRs were 

designated in 2014 and 2016.  This chapter reviews this unique process of the evolution of a 

national network of BRs. 

 

Introduction 

 

From the beginning of the Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Programme, many individuals 

from the United Kingdom (UK) have been directly involved in defining the programme and 

its implementation.  The UK was a member of the International Coordinating Council (ICC) 

from 1971 to 1975, and UK participants attended the meetings of the Expert Panel for MAB 

Project 8 (conservation of natural areas and of the genetic material they contain) and the 

Task force on criteria and guidelines for the choice and establishment of biosphere reserves 



2 

 

(BRs) (UNESCO 1973, 1974b).  Consequently, during the early years of the MAB Programme, 

there was good awareness of the BR concept in the UK.  One of the first 24 BRs (of which 20 

were in the USA) designated by UNESCO in 1974 was Moor House-Upper Teesdale National 

Nature Reserve (NNR) in the UK (UNESCO 1974a).   Most of the other BRs in the UK were 

initially designated over the next three years (Table 7.1).  As discussed in this chapter, some 

of these were significantly expanded, and others were withdrawn, as a result of two 

national-level periodic reviews to ensure that all of the UK’s BRs now adhere to the criteria 

defined at the Seville conference in 1995.  In parallel, local participation in the designation, 

expansion and management of BRs has increased, and has led to the creation of two new 

BRs (Figure 7.1). 

 

 

Table 7.1. Biosphere Reserves in the UK 

 

Name Year of 

designation 

Original 

area 

(ha) 

New name or 

withdrawal 

Year of 

expansion or 

withdrawal 

Expanded 

area (ha) 

Moor House-

Upper 

Teesdale 

1974 7,399 Withdrawn 2012  

Beinn Eighe 1976 4,800 Wester Ross 2016 529,904 

1976 596  2002 14,177 
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Braunton 

Burrows 

(3,468 

marine) 

 Braunton 

Burrows: 

North Devon’s 

BR 

2009 376,000 

(147,000 

marine) 

 North Devon 2016 380,140 

(147,000 

marine) 

Caerlaverock 1976 5501 Withdrawn 2002  

Cairnsmore of 

Fleet 

1976 1,922 Galloway and 

Southern 

Ayrshire 

2012 526,888 

Silver Flowe-

Merrick Kells 

1976 3,088 

Dyfi 1976 1,598 Biosffer Dyfi 

Biosphere 

2007 81,883 

Loch 

Druidibeg 

1976 1,658 Withdrawn 2013  

North Norfolk 

Coast 

1976 5,497 Withdrawn 2014  

Rum 1976 10,560 Withdrawn 2002  

St Kilda 1976 842 Withdrawn 2002  

Claish Moss 1977 480 Withdrawn 2002  
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Taynish 1977 326 Withdrawn 2010  

Brighton and 

Lewes Downs 

2014 38,921 

(9,407 

marine) 

   

Isle of Man 2016 457,000    

 

Sources: UNESCO (1986), UNESCO (2018) 

 

<FIGURE 7.1 HERE> 

Figure 7.1: Location of current and withdrawn UK biosphere reserves  

 

1974-97: The first biosphere reserves – designation, but limited recognition  

 

Later in 1974, the national conservation agency, the Nature Conservancy Council (NCC) 

requested all regional officers to nominate NNRs – the ‘best’ representatives of particular 

habitats (Ratcliffe, 1977), with the highest level of legal protection – for consideration as 

BRs.  The NCC reviewed the initial list and made a final list of sites, most of which were 

owned and managed by the NCC or owned by another government agency and managed by 

the NCC.  As a key concern was the potential for long-term environmental monitoring, sites 

with field research facilities were particularly favoured.  In 1976, the Chief Scientist of the 

NCC nominated 12 sites to UNESCO, which designated 10.  Two more were nominated and 

designated in 1977 (MacDonald, 1995).  For a small country, located within only two of the 

biotic provinces according to the classification used by UNESCO as a framework for site 

selection (Udvardy, 1975), 13 was quite a large number. 
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The management plans produced for the respective NNRs in the late 1970s often 

considered their status as BRs (MacDonald, 1995).  Throughout the 1980s, the management 

focus of these sites remained on conservation, despite the emphasis of the Action Plan for 

BRs (UNESCO, 1984) on integrating conservation and development.  In 1988, NCC staff 

(Goodier and Mayne, 1988) concluded that, to produce the benefits of this broader concept, 

all UK BRs would have to be expanded, with the cooperation of a wide variety of 

stakeholders.  In the interim, in 1985, the UK had withdrawn from UNESCO.  This led to 

weakened links with the MAB Secretariat and the suspension of meetings of the UK MAB 

Committee.  The committee was re-established in 1987 (although the UK did not rejoin 

UNESCO until 1997).  In 1989, it established a working group on BRs, composed of natural 

scientists employed by government agencies.  Its report found that: the management plans 

for only three BRs mentioned this status; no BR met the current criteria; the BR network did 

not provide an adequate representation of UK ecosystems; the challenge of developing 

strategies to integrate the core with surrounding land uses would lie with organisations 

other than the NCC; implementation of such strategies could not rely on NCC funds 

(Biosphere Reserves Working Group, 1990).  In December 1990, the managers of NNRs 

which were BRs met to discuss the report.  They advocated a new approach to BR 

management and recognized the need for additional financial resources.  However, during 

the 1990s, these managers generally only recognized their site’s status as a BR when 

contacted by UNESCO or academics (Price et al., 1999). In response to a survey in 1995, they 

commented that agencies responsible for managing BRs had little interest in, or 
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commitment to, the BR concept, and that local authorities and populations had very limited 

awareness of the existence of BRs (Price, 1995). 

 

 

1998 – 2009: The first national review and its outcomes – withdrawal and expansion 

 

As discussed by Bouamrane et al (2019), the International Conference on Biosphere 

Reserves, held in Seville in 1995, was a key event in the development of the BR concept.  In 

1997, to begin the implementation of the periodic review process, specified in Article 9 of 

the Statutory Framework for the World Network of BRs (WNBR), for the UK’s 13 BRs, the 

MAB Secretariat requested the UK Government to complete periodic review forms for all of 

these BRs.  The response of the Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions 

(DETR), responsible for internationally-designated sites in the UK, was to commission a 

comprehensive review of all 13 BRs.  The process began with a workshop about the MAB 

Programme, especially BRs, in the UK, attended by 65 people from a wide range of 

government agencies, NGOs and academia. 

 

 

The first stages of the study (Price et al., 1999) included a review of the history of UK BRs; 

evaluation of the functions and criteria of BRs as compared to UK, European and global 

conservation designations and with regard to sustainable development and the involvement 

of local communities; and a desk review of the 13 BRs with regard to the criteria in Article 4 

of the Statutory Framework.  This review concluded that all 13 sites were of significance for 

biodiversity conservation, with legally constituted core areas (Sections 2 and 5a), and many 
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had programmes for research, monitoring, education and training (Section 7d), but very few 

had arrangements for the involvement and participation of stakeholders (Section 6).  None 

had a buffer zone or transition area (Sections 5b, 5c), mechanisms to manage human uses 

(Section 7a), a management policy or plan for the area as a BR, or an authority or 

mechanism to implement one (Sections 7b, 7c).  Thus, no UK BR met the Article 4 criteria 

and, while most had some potential for doing so, this was not true for two sites in Scotland 

– Claish Moss and St. Kilda – because of the absence of a local community.  The conclusions 

of the desk review were confirmed by site visits to the remaining 11 BRs, where the 

consultants conducted interviews with site managers and other community and agency 

stakeholders, and reviewed documents and maps.  They concluded that these BRs would 

have to be expanded to include buffer zones and transition areas; existing mechanisms for 

local participation and inter-agency cooperation would have to be further developed and 

integrated; and management policies/plans would have to be prepared. 

 

 

The publication of the study had two main outcomes in the decade that followed.  The first 

was in Scotland, which had become more autonomous in 1999, following the 1997 

devolution referendum.  In 2000, the Scottish Executive (Scottish Government) held a 

national consultation about the country’s nine BRs.  Very few responses were received.  

Subsequently, the conservation agency for Scotland, Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) 

reviewed the BRs, and recommended that four – Caerlaverock, Claish Moss, Rum and St. 

Kilda – should be withdrawn from the WNBR (Price, 2002).  This was done in 2002.  The 

second outcome was that two BRs were expanded to include the full suite of zones, and the 
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necessary structures and management documents were put in place so that these sites met 

the Article 4 criteria. 

 

 

The first of these was Braunton Burrows BR in England.  Part of this had been de-declared as 

an NNR in 1996 because of a disagreement over management practices between the 

landowner and English Nature (the successor agency to the NCC).  However, it remained a 

Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) under national legislation and was a candidate Special 

Area of Conservation (SAC) under the European Commission’s Habitats Directive.  The BR 

was within the boundaries of two protected areas – the North Devon Coast Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and the North Devon Heritage Coast (NDHC) – and the 

Taw Torridge Estuaries Action Plan.  This had been developed in 1997-98, and was being 

implemented through a partnership involving many government agencies and NGOs: the 

Joint Advisory Committee for the North Devon Coast and Countryside Service (NDCCS).  The 

Plan’s mission statement accorded well with the concept of BRs, and so Price et al. (1999) 

suggested that its boundary would be appropriate for that of the transition area of a much 

larger BR.  As a result, the NDCCS led a consultation process with local people and 

government agencies. This led to the nomination of a larger BR, using the Plan as a basis, 

and including parts of the AONB and NDHC in the buffer zone and a marine transition area, 

in 2001. 

 

 

The ICC approved the expanded BR in 2002 and recommended the adoption of a catchment-

wide approach and expansion of the marine transition area.  This led to discussions about 
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expanding the BR to include the catchments of its rivers, and with stakeholders on the island 

of Lundy and on the mainland.  The outcome, confirmed by the ICC in 2009, was to extend 

the transition area to encompass these catchments as well as Lundy and the sea between, 

increasing the total area by a factor of 26.  The BR was also renamed Braunton Burrows: 

North Devon’s Biosphere Reserve, to convey a sense of ownership by the community (North 

Devon Biosphere, 2015).  In 2016, the ICC approved the first periodic review of this BR, with 

a further change in name to North Devon BR and another expansion of the marine area.  

Since 2002, the BR has been coordinated by the NDCCS, renamed the Biosphere Service in 

2012.  Its work is overseen by a formally constituted partnership comprising 28 

organisations and community representatives (www.northdevonbiosphere.org.uk/). 

 

 

The second BR to be expanded was Dyfi, in Wales.  The original BR comprised a small NNR in 

the estuary of the Dyfi river; Price et al. (1999) proposed that an expanded BR could include 

the entire catchment of the river.  The key event starting the process of expansion was a 

conference in 2004 about BRs and the Dyfi region, organised by a local NGO, ecodyfi, and 

funded by the Countryside Council for Wales (CCW).  As participants showed a very high 

level of interest in expansion, the Dyfi Biosphere Partnership was established in 2005.  In 

2006, ecodyfi employed a Community Engagement Officer on behalf of the Partnership, 

financed by CCW, who organized a consultation process. This showed strong support from 

local communities and organisations as well as the Welsh Assembly Government.  

Consequently, a much larger BR was proposed, with three SACs (including the original BR) as 

the core area and seven SSSIs as buffer zones.  The transition area comprised the catchment 

of the Dyfi river and extended out to sea, and also included the university town of 

http://www.northdevonbiosphere.org.uk/
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Aberystwyth to the south.  The ICC approved the expanded BR in 2007.  Since then, the 

Partnership has continued to oversee the activities of the BR.  Much of the work is done by 

people coming together to pursue their common interests, sometimes in thematic groups or 

networks (www.dyfibiosphere.wales/). 

 

 

During the second half of the 2000s, the interest of UK and Scottish government agencies in 

the potential of BRs increased, and three reports were commissioned, on: 1) the social, 

economic and environmental benefits of World Heritage Sites, BRs and Geoparks (Hambrey 

Consulting, 2007); 2) the potential for BRs to achieve UK social, economic and 

environmental goals (Hambrey et al., 2008); 3) options for an expanded BR including the 

two BRs in southwest Scotland (Evans et al., 2005).  The latter recommended further 

exploration of such a process.  This led to the establishment of a working group comprising 

the three local authorities in the region, SNH and Forestry Commission Scotland (the 

Scottish branch of the national forestry agency).   This commissioned a community 

consultation exercise, which identified considerable community and business support for an 

expanded BR (Southern Uplands Partnership and East Ayrshire Woodlands, 2007).  One 

issue raised was the potential added value of an expanded BR; this was addressed by 

Mackay Associates and RSK Era (2008), who concluded that designation could result in the 

leverage of 6:1 on investments. 

 

 

2009 – 2014: The second national review and the resulting withdrawals 

 

http://www.dyfibiosphere.wales/
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Ten years after the first national review, two BRs had been expanded to meet the criteria in 

the Statutory Framework, and discussions about an expanded BR in southwest Scotland had 

begun. Yet little had been done in the three remaining Scottish BRs, and two in England, to 

follow up on the proposals of Price et al. (1999).  Consequently, the Department for 

Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs (DEFRA, the successor to DETR), commissioned a 

second national review.  This included site visits, discussions with local people, scoping 

meetings with stakeholders, follow-up research and further discussion.  The conclusion was 

that four of the sites – but not Taynish, in Scotland – appeared to have significant potential 

as BRs that would meet the criteria in the Statutory Framework (Hambrey Consulting, 2009).   

As a result, Taynish was withdrawn in 2010.  Three other BRs were withdrawn subsequently 

following local consultation.  First, in 2012, was Moor House-Upper Teesdale, part of the 

larger North Pennines AONB.  The staff and partnership of the AONB had invested 

significant effort in its designation as a Global Geopark in 2004, and this had been widely 

promoted in the region.  They were not convinced of the added value of the ‘competing’ 

designation of an expanded BR, and were concerned about the need to establish a new 

partnership overlapping that of the AONB and duplicating many of its functions.  Second, in 

2013, was Loch Druidibeg.  Here, despite potential to expand this BR to encompass the 

entire island of South Uist, the community on the island, which had become the owners of 

most of it in 2006, did not wish to pursue this possibility.  Third, in 2014, was North Norfolk 

Coast, part of the larger North Norfolk AONB, which could have become the basis for an 

expanded BR.  Following consultation with Natural England – the agency managing the 

existing BR – and other stakeholders, the AONB Partnership decided that it did not have the 

capacity to work towards an expanded BR, despite the common interests in conservation 

and sustainable development. 



12 

 

 

 

2009 – 2016: Two expanded and two new biosphere reserves 

 

Since the second national review, the UK BR network has evolved to include two expanded 

BRs – both more than 100 times larger than the original BRs, which remain core areas – and 

two new BRs.  The first of the former is Galloway and Southern Ayrshire BR in southwest 

Scotland.  Following the initial processes described above, a wider community and business 

engagement process took place in 2009-10, a website was constructed, a leaflet published, 

and a conference took place, with not only local participants but also others from BRs in 

Austria and Finland as well as the UK.  Crucially, a European Union (EU) regional 

development programme provided funding (Galloway and Southern Ayrshire Biosphere, 

2011).  The nomination was submitted in 2011, and the ICC designated the BR in 2012.  It 

now operates as an independent charitable organisation, managed by a Partnership Board 

comprising public, private and NGO representatives, and employs two part-time staff, 

funded through a five-year arrangement including three local authorities and two public 

agencies.  A key objective for the Partnership is to use the BR status to brand and market 

the region and associated goods and services that can demonstrate an appropriate 

environmental ethos, as a means of stimulating new opportunities for the local economy 

(www.gsabiosphere.org.uk/). 

 

 

The second BR that was expanded was Beinn Eighe, also in Scotland (Price, 2017).  Following 

the second national review, a local NGO began to investigate the possibility of expansion in 

http://www.gsabiosphere.org.uk/
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2010, and commissioned a scoping study. While this showed substantial local interest, no 

progress was made until 2014, when the Scottish Government funded a participatory 

process to further explore options.  This showed widespread support, and led to the 

nomination of Wester Ross BR in 2015, covering an area over 100 times larger than the 

original BR.  The ICC designated the BR in 2016.  Since then, its activities have developed 

under the oversight of a broadly-based partnership, which employs a part-time coordinator 

(www.wrb.scot/). 

 

 

The first of the new BRs is Brighton and Lewes Downs.  Its origins lie in a conference held in 

2008 exploring the notion of the City of Brighton and Hove becoming the first ‘urban 

biosphere reserve’, following recent discussions within the MAB Programme (e.g., Blasi et 

al., 2008). This proposal received support from the main political parties in the city council, 

which established a local Biosphere sub-partnership. In 2011, resources were secured for a 

full-time project officer to develop a proposal to UNESCO. The proposed area and 

partnership grew to include parts of neighbouring local authorities and nearly 40 other 

public, educational, community, voluntary, and private sector organisations. The partners 

perceived BR status as “an opportunity to further raise awareness and the profile of the 

area, and so help to attract national and international funding opportunities, stimulate fresh 

‘green’ economic  opportunities, and support community action to create local 

environmental benefits” (Brighton and Hove and Lewes Downs Biosphere Partnership, 2013: 

3).  Initial proposals for a BR were presented to the public through the participation of the 

project officer at 85 events in 2012, reaching about 10,000 people. In 2013, a public 

consultation took place, with participation at a further 70 events.  In spatial terms, the BR is 

http://www.wrb.scot/
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an ecological and cultural unit comprising the chalk catchment of the coastal city and towns, 

and also includes a Marine Conservation Zone.   By the time of its nomination in 2013, over 

1,500 people had signed up as ‘Friends of the Biosphere’, and the Partnership had 

developed a five-year management strategy.  The ICC designated the BR in 2014.  In 2017, it 

was re-branded as ‘The Living Coast’ (www.thelivingcoast.org.uk/about).  The BR is led by a 

small team within the city council, and governed by a Biosphere Delivery Board comprising 

20 organisations from a range of sectors. 

 

 

The most recent BR is the Isle of Man, which is not legally part of the UK, but a self-

governing Crown Dependency with its own government and parliament.  However, the UK 

represents the island in international fora, such as UNESCO.  The first exploration of the 

designation of the island as a BR was in a Masters thesis (Kang, 2012), which used expert 

interviews and a public survey to determine attitudes toward a potential BR and estimate 

possible benefits and changes.  Although initial awareness of the BR concept was generally 

low, once it was explained, attitudes were largely positive.  These results encouraged the 

respective government department to assess whether to promote the concept.  In 2013, the 

government and parliament decided to seek BR status for the entire island and its territorial 

waters.  This led to widespread consultation within the government and with NGOs and 

businesses, as well as public presentations.  Facilitated workshops with diverse stakeholders 

were used to establish the zonation, and awareness and support for the prospective BR 

were further raised by a photographic competition and a Biosphere Pledge, inspired by 

similar initiatives in BRs in Canada (Godmaire et al., 2013).  The nomination involved a 

steering group including stakeholders from government, NGOs and the business sector, with 

http://www.thelivingcoast.org.uk/about
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the joint ambition for the BR to “recognise the Isle of Man as a special place for people and 

for nature. It will provide the Isle of Man with a unique opportunity to show how the high-

quality environment, vibrant community and thriving economy complement and reinforce 

each other” (Isle of Man Government, 2015).  The ICC approved the BR in 2016.  The BR is 

now overseen by a Stakeholder Partnership Group, chaired by the Island’s Chief Minister 

and with representatives from across the Manx community. It encourages the community to 

partner with it, uphold the principles of the BR, and act as ambassadors for it.  It uses its 

unique status as the only ‘entire nation’ BR to promote its produce, particularly food and 

drink, alongside a modern, diverse economy. It is involved in numerous beneficial 

community, cultural and heritage collaborations and also works closely with schools and the 

Island’s University College (https://www.biosphere.im/). 

 

 

Conclusions: Looking backwards and forwards 

 

The evolution of the UK BR network has, in many ways, been unique.  The UK – particularly 

in relation to its size – was one of the first countries to nominate a considerable number of 

BRs, but also the first to withdraw a significant proportion of its BRs (Price et al., 2010; 

Coetzer et al., 2014).  It is also the only country that produced national reviews of its BRs, 

rather than periodic reviews of each BR; the first periodic review of an individual UK BR was 

that of North Devon in 2015.  While the national reviews did not follow the formal process 

specified in the Statutory Framework, they can be regarded as an effective process of 

quality control that resulted in the withdrawal of eight BRs that did not meet the Article 4 

criteria; and, equally, led to the expansion of four others, turning the threat of withdrawal 

https://www.biosphere.im/
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into an opportunity.  These processes resulted in BRs that were from 50 to over 600 times 

larger than the original BRs – which they contain as core zones. 

 

 

Over time, these processes, as well as the wider benefits of BRs evident from elsewhere in 

Europe – particularly through the EuroMAB network, within which individuals involved in 

the MAB Programme in the UK play leading roles – and around the world have led to 

growing interest in establishing new BRs in the UK.  The two described above – Brighton and 

Lewes Downs and the Isle of Man – were initiated by local governments that recognized the 

benefits.  It should also be noted that there is considerable antipathy in the UK to the word 

‘Reserve’, as in other countries (e.g., Mehnen et al., 2013; UNESCO, 2015: 14; Shaw et al., 

this volume), so that all UK BRs are known as ‘Biospheres’.  They are becoming more widely 

known in the UK and, at a broader scale, the more established BRs are also contributing to 

the development of national policy.  For example, the North Devon BR was a UK 

government pilot in landscape-scale conservation (Nature Improvement Area). It is now 

being used as a Landscape and Marine Pioneer, testing the use of natural capital in 

identifying environmental priorities and actions, which will inform delivery of DEFRA’s 25-

Year Environment Plan, launched in 2017.  In addition, a number of proposals for new BRs 

are at various stages of development through processes led mainly by government agencies, 

but with the involvement of other stakeholders.  The Isle of Wight and its surrounding 

waters were proposed as a BR in 2018; the ICC will make a decision in June 2019. 
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As a consequence of the process of evolution described in this chapter, there is now an 

effective network of UK BRs, which held its first meeting – involving the UK MAB 

Committee, BR coordinators and stakeholders – in 2016.  While it was planned to hold such 

meetings every two years, this requires the availability of the necessary resources.  This 

remains a challenge, especially as core funding for all UK BRs, except the Isle of Man, is 

subject to the prioritization of local governments.  Yet UK BRs have very committed 

coordinators, supported by active partnerships of local stakeholders, and have been 

innovative in identifying and securing project funding from a variety of national and 

European sources.  Despite the challenges, there are many opportunities, and the UK BR 

network will continue to evolve and be increasingly recognized as a basis for regional action 

and national policy. 
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