COUNTY: WILTSHIRE SITE NAME: PEWSEY DOWNS

Status: Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) notified under Section 28 of the Wildlife
and Countryside Act 1981.

Local Planning Authorities: Kennet District Council, Wiltshire County Council

National Grid Reference: SU 113636 Area: 305.3 (ha.) 754.4 (ac.)
SU 073639
Ordnance Survey Sheet 1:50,000: 173 1:10,000: SU 06 SE, SU 16 SW & SE
Date Notified (Under 1949 Act): 1951 Date of Last Revision: 1977
Date Notified (Under 1981 Act): 1987 Date of Last Revision: —

Other Information:
Within the North Wessex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. In part a National
Nature Reserve.

Description and Reasons for Notification:

Pewsey Downs covers an extensive chalk downland scarp which supports an extremely
rich chalk grassland flora and an outstanding butterfly fauna. On the escarpment top is a
small ancient oak-ash-maple wood with uncommon stand types.

The site lies on the southern edge of the Marlborough Downs and has developed on
mainly Middle and Lower Chalk with a clay-with-flints capping in places. The steep chalk
escarpment is indented by a number of impressive coombes and dry valleys which
provide a varied topography. Much of the turf is razed and is dominated by a sheep’s
fescue -- meadow oat-grassstuca ovina- Avenula pratenseommunity, although in

same areas upright brorBeomus erectugrassland is the dominant type. Many herbs
characteristic of Wiltshire downland are widespread such as devil’s-bit sc&biccisa
pratensis saw-wortSerratula tinctoria ox-eye daisy.eucanthemum vulgasnd chalk
milkwort Polygala calcareaOrchids are also well represented and include fragrant orchid
Gymnadenia conopsghiog orchidCoeloglossum viriddesser butterfly-orchid

Platanthera bifolia bee orchidDphrys apiferaand autumn lady’s-tress8piranthes

spiralis. The nationally rare tuberous thisBe&sium tuberosuneccurs with other plants

of restricted distribution such as early genteaantianella anglicabastard-toadflax

Thesium humifusunburnt-tip orchidOrchis ustulataround-headed rampid?hyteuma
tenerumand field fleaworSenecio integrifolius

The clay-with-flints capping of the escarpment has given rise to a neutral to acidic turf.
Here, the unimproved remnants are characterised by g@seuropaeuand other acid
loving plants such as tormerfibtentilla erectapignutConopodium majyseath
bedstrawGalium saxatileand heathe€alluna vulgaris On some of the numerous anthills
here, the uncommon little mouse-€&wrastium semidecandryisea mouse-e&.
diffusumand the rare dwarf mouse-&arpumilumare present.

Most of the scarp is scrub-free, but the eastern section supports scattered patches of
mixed downland scrub including a wayfaring tkéburnum lantanayew Taxus baccata
and junipeduniperus communig\ssociated with the scrub are herbs such as hound’s-
tongueCynoglossum officinaland sweet violeé¥iola odorata

Dominating this end of the escarpment top is Gopher Wood which, although small, is one
of the best remaining examples of dry ash-maple woodland in north Wiltshire. Part of the
scarp slope is dense over-mature coppice of l@@glus avellanawhile other areas

have a canopy of astraxinus excelsioand field maplé\cer campestreOn the deeper

and heavier soils on the plateau there is much coppice of both pedunculate and sessile oak



Quercus robuandQ. petraeaand their hybrids. Associated with hybrid oaks on the rim
of the scarp is a stand of small-leaved lifil& cordata The wood supports a rich
ground flora with green hellebokelleborus viridis toothwortLathraea squamaria
herb-ParigRaris quadrifoliaand Solomon’s-se&olygonatum multiflorum

The site is of considerable entomological interest and supports 28 resident breeding
species of butterfly. Large populations of chalkhill Hlysandra coridoroccur along

with the uncommon dark green fritillaArgynnis aglajamarsh fritillaryEurodryas

aurinia and Duke of Burgundilamearis lucinaOther invertebrate groups are less well
studied, but a number of uncommon species have been noted. These include the plant
bugsHardya melanopsjgJlopa trivia andSehirus dubiusvhich feeds on bastard-

toadflax, the moti€Cydia caecanand the snal\bida secale

The specially protected warty neWtiturus cristatusbreeds in some of the remaining dew
ponds.



