
INTRODUCTION 

Otley’s most important ‘natural heritage’ sites (ie those designated by Natural England or LCC for 

their wildlife or geological value) are already protected against development through Core Strategy 

Policy G8. The Great Dib Wood Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) is also protected via national 

legislation. This plan cannot add to their protection. The 8 designated sites are as follows and are 

detailed below.    

• Great Dib Wood SSSI  

• Chevin Forest Park LNR 

• Otley Chevin Candidate Local Wildlife Site (CLWS) 

• River Wharfe CLWS 

• Knotford Nook CLWS 

• Otley Sand and Gravel Pits CLWS 

• Burley Disused Railway LWS 

• Otley Chevin and Caley Crags Local Geological Site 
 

In addition to specific sites, Otley also plays host to 7 types of UK Priority Habitat, as identified by the 

West Yorkshire Ecological Service (WYES), including deciduous woodland, lowland dry acid grassland 

and upland flushes, fens and swamps. These are also protected by Core Strategy Policy G8. Further 

information, including a map, is provided below. 

 
These UK Priority Habitats in turn form part of the Leeds Habitat Network (see below), a network 

identified through joint work by LCC and WYES (and extended within Otley as a result of local work) 

which serves to join disparate sites and habitats together in order to provide routes or stepping 

stones for the migration, dispersal and genetic exchange of species in the wider environment. The 

network is partly embodied within strategic green infrastructure and Otley’s local green 

infrastructure and is as such covered by Core Strategy Spatial Policy 13 and Policy G9, together with 

Neighbourhood Plan Policy GE5.  

 

Aberford is also home to a number of important individual species, including barn owls, otters and 

bats. These enjoy protection through national legislation and Core Strategy Policy G8. 

 

 

DESIGNATED SITES 

Great Dib Wood SSSI 
 
 A natural cliff section displaying two Namurian sandstones separated by an extremely fossiliferous 
series of mudstones and limestones, constituting the Otley Shell Bed.  This bed of presumed 
Kinderscoutian age contains a very broad selection of fossils, with virtually all marine groups 
represented.  It is of particular interest as the Otley Shell Bed is one of the stratigraphically youngest 
horizons to yield trilobites at surface exposures in Britain. 
 
In laymans terms, the interest of this site may be expressed more simply, and such a statement is 
provided below.  This should not be taken as definitive and further information as to details of the 
interest can be obtained from the Nature Conservancy Council. 
 
This site provides exposures of rocks of the Namurian Series, formed during the Carboniferous 
Period of geological history about 320 million years ago.  Two sandstone layers are exposed, 



separated by a layer of mudstone and limestone known as the Otley Shell Bed which is rich in the 
fossilised remains of the animals that inhabited the Carboniferous sea.  This fossil-rich bed is of great 
geological interest principally because of the variety of fossils it contains, but also because it is one 
of the youngest rock-layers known to contain the remains of a now-extinct group of animals known 
as tribolites. 
 
Chevin Forest Park LNR 
 
Chevin Forest Park is located in the Wharfe Valley and overlooks the market town of Otley. It 
consists of north-facing cliff, or escarpment, which rises steeply to a height of 280m above sea level 
and offers magnificent views of the Wharfe Valley. The whole park was designated as a Local Nature 
Reserve in 1989 in recognition of its wealth of wildlife including the Green Hairstreak Butterfly and 
the Woodcock. 
 
Habitats include semi-natural woodland, scrub, heath, acid grassland, semi-improved grassland and 
a pond. Surprise View at the top of the hill (SE 203442) is one of the best panoramic views in 
Yorkshire with views up to 60km on a clear day. The reserve is next to a Scheduled Ancient 
Monument. 
 
See also Otley Chevin and Caley Crags citation. 
 
Further information, including management plan at: http://chevinforest.co.uk/downloads/ 
 
Otley Chevin Candidate Local Wildlife Site (CLWS) 
 
See Otley Chevin and Caley Crags citation 
 
River Wharfe CLWS 
 
The River Wharfe flows west to east from Lob Wood, west of Addingham to Thorp Arch near 
Wetherby. The river forms the County boundary of West Yorkshire. The northern half of the river is 
in North Yorkshire. This site includes the river, its southern banks and any islands. The land use is 
varied with the river passing through grassland, woodland, arable land and the urban areas of Ilkley, 
Otley and Wetherby, although much of the length of the river passes through rural areas.    
  
The river varies in character along the route, with the upper areas near Addingham being relatively 
fast flowing and with a fine gravel and shingle substrate. The lower stretches have a silt or mud 
substrate and are slower flowing. The Wharfe features many riffles, pools, islands and runs. The river 
banks range from shallow sloping sand and gravel beaches to steep sided banks. These features 
contribute to the diversity of habitats along the Wharfe.  
  
The river holds extensive populations of submerged aquatic vegetation and emergent vegetation, 
often characterised by the presence of a single or dominant species.  One of the most frequently 
encountered communities is dominated by  canadian waterweed, Elodea canadensis with duckweed, 
Lemna minor, perfoliate pondweed, Potamogeton perfoliatus, curled pondweed, P. crispus , spiked 
water-milfoil, Myriophyllum spicatum and the regionally rare rigid hornwort, Ceratophyllum 
demersum. This is typical of the A15 community. Where Elodea is absent and Myriophyllum 
spicatum dominant with Potomageton perfoliatus and P. crispus, including near Knotford Nook the 
communities have affinities with A11.  Rigid hornwort, Ceratophyllum demersum  with Elodea 
canadiensis, Lemna minor and Sperganium emersum is also present in the A5b subcommunity. 
Clumps of common water starwort, Callitriche stagnalis form the A16 community.   

http://chevinforest.co.uk/downloads/


  
The regionally rare hybrid pondweed, Potamogeton x cooperi , swedish pondweed, Potamogeton x 
suecicus and horned pondweed, Zanichellia palustris occur in patches along the River Wharfe.  River 
water crowfoot, Ranunculus fluitans also occurs in scattered patches forming the A18 community. 
The emergent is dominated by Reed canary-grass, Phalaris arundinacea fs part of the S28 tall herb 
community with Glyceria maxima, great willowherb, Epilobium hirsuitum, tufted hair-grass, 
Deschampsia cespitosa and nettle, Urtica dioica. Areas of frequent Sparganium erectumform form 
the S14 community with yellow flag, Iris pseudacorus, water cress, Rorippa nasturtium-aquatica and 
brooklime, Veronica beccabunga. Dense stands of bulrush, Typha latifolia form the S12 community 
and other marginal vegetation including fool’s watercress, Apium nodiflorum, brooklime, Veronica 
beccabunga and water forget-me-not, Myosotis scorpioides forms the S23 community. The 
regionally scarce species lesser water parsnip, Butomus umbellatus and water chickweed, Myosoton 
aquatica are occasionally found.  
  
 The river supports a wide range of birds, mammals and invertebrates. The Wharfe is an important 
fishery with populations of grayling, barbel and brown trout. Otters are seen along the Wharfe and 
the river supports a population of white clawed crayfish.  
The River Wharfe supports a diverse range of communities and a number of regionally rare species 
including         Butomus umbellatus, Myosoton aquatica, Potamogeton x cooperi , Potamogeton x 
suecicus and Zanichellia palustris . The river supports diverse faunal communities, including 
protected species. The River Wharfe is the least polluted and most natural major river in the county 
and and is the most ecological important major riverine habitat in the West Yorkshire. 
 
The river is in various ownerships and some areas are relatively inaccessible. All of the sections are 
fished. 
 
Knotford Nook CLWS 
 
Knotford Nook consists of two open water bodies formed from former gravel pits. The site lies 
immediately to the south of the River Wharfe and to the north of the A659 Pool Road. The old Pool 
Road bisects the site which is fenced.  Both lakes are fished.   
  
Floating aquatic communities include rafts of yellow water-lily, Nuphar lutea forming the A8 
community; amphibious bistort, Persicaria amphibia, forming the A10 community; fennel 
pondweed, Potamogeton pectinatus with Canadian water weed, Elodea canadiensis, perfoliate 
pondweed, Potamogeton perfoliatus and curled pondweed, Potamogeton crispus forming the A12 
community; and the Elodea canadiensis dominated A15 community. The water bodies support the 
regionally rare hybrid Coopers pondweed, Potamogeton x cooperi.   
  
The main emergent community is dominated by bulrush, Typha latifolia L forming the S12 
community, branched bur-reed, Sparganium erectum is locally dominant in the S14 community and 
there are patches of dominant common spike-ruch, Eleocharis palustris forming the S19 community. 
Less frequent species include soft rush, Juncus effusus, great willowherb, Epilobium hirsutum and 
yellow flag, Iris pseudacorus.    
  
The grassland surrounding the lakes is dominated by perennial rye-grass, Lolium perenne, crested 
dog's-tail, Cynosurus cristatus and creeping bent, Agrostis stolonifera with yarrow, Achillea 
millefolium, meadow buttercup, Ranunculus acris, black medick, Medicago lupulina, meadow 
vetchling, Lathyrus pratensis, ribwort plantain, Plantago lanceolata, silverweed, Potentilla anserina, 
Yorkshire fog, Holcus lanatusd and clovers, Trifolium species. This is typical of MG6 grassland. Areas 
of taller grassland, especially towards the edge of the site support coarser grass species such as false 



oat-grass, Arrhenatherum elatius, cock's-foot, Dactylis glomerata, meadow foxtail, Alopecurus 
pratensis with hogweed, Heracleum sphondylium, nettle, Urtica dioica, cleavers, Galium aparine, 
weld, Reseda luteola and hedge woundwort, Stachys sylvatica. This is typical of the MG1 community. 
Areas dominated by Urtica dioica and Galium aparine are typical of the OV24 community and those 
with abundant Urtica dioica and creeping thistle, Cirsium arvense are typical of the OV25 
community. These OV communities occur in a mosaic with the MG1 grassland.  
  
There is dense scrub formed from hawthorn, Crataegus monogyna with crack willlow, Salix fragilis, 
grey willow, S. cinerea, goat willow, S. capraea, ossier, S. viminalis and elder, Sambucus nigra.   
  
The main interest at the site is ornithological. The site is important for breeding birds as well as 
passing migrants. Species using the water to breed include coot, mallard, moorhen, great-crested 
grebe and mute swan. Visiting species include teal, wigeon, oystercatcher and goosander. The scrub 
is used by willow warbler, blackcap and lesser whitethroat. Waterside species include little ringed 
plover, sand martin and reed bunting.  
  
The site supports a good range of breeding odonata.  
  
Knotford Nook Round supports a diverse range of wetland communities. The site is of considerable 
ornithological interest, especially for species typical of lowland open waters.   
  
The site is in private ownership and the lakes are fished.  There does not appear to be any active 
management of the site.  
  
Otley Sand and Gravel Pits CLWS (including Otley Wetland Nature Reserve) 

The Otley Wetland Nature Reserve is leased from the landowner and run as a Charitable Trust. 
Wharfedale Naturalists are heavily involved in its management. 

The alluvial deposits around Otley have been exploited over a number of years and have left amenity 
lakes to the east, as well as the west, of the town. The Bridge End site has a (pre)history stretching 
back to the early Neolithic, over 5500 years ago. It consists of water areas, recently-planted 
woodlands and reedbeds, rough grassland and stream edges. The Reserve is part of a larger area of 
complementary uses, including a yachting lake, improved grazing land and mature woodland. 

It now hosts toads, frogs, shrews (Common and Water), Bank Vole and Wood Mouse, Noctule and 
Pipistrelle Bats, stoats, otters passing through and, unfortunately, mink. The dragonflies and 
damselflies are a feature of this site, with 21 species recorded, of which 14 have bred. The flora 
includes an extensive area of Common Spotted Orchids, Marsh Orchids and some Bee Orchids, Red 
Bartsia, Creeping Jenny, Changing Forget-me-not and Gypsywort, all of which are local in the area. 
Birds include Reed Warbler, Reed Bunting, Sedge Warbler and Common Tern which all breed on the 
reserve or immediately adjacent, together with Mute Swan, Canada Goose, Mallard, and Lapwing. 
Visitors include Red Kite, Peregrine, Osprey, Little Egret, Widgeon, Teal, Pintail, Smew, Goosander, 
Water Rail, Barn Owl, Little Owl, Kingfisher, Waxwing, Redwing and Fieldfare. 

Burley Disused Railway LWS 
 
This site is located to the south of Burley in Wharfdale and is a linear site due to it being a disused 
railway and its length is roughly 500m. It is bordered by housing and development to the north-
western part of the site, and there are agricultural grazing fields surrounding much of the rest of the 



site. The A65 Bradford Road cuts through the central part of the site, as does the quiet Menston Old 
Road. There are paths leading through much of the site.    
  
There are three different woodland types present, including wet woodland W7. Species in this 
community include: occasional Fraxinus excelsior, and rare Quercus robur, Betula pendula and Acer 
pseudoplatanus in the canopy, with the shrub layer containing: frequent Crataegus monogyna, 
occasional Salix aurita, Salix caprea, Ilex aquifolium, Sambucus nigra and Fraxinus excelsior, locally 
frequent Salix fragilis, Viburnum opulus and Ligustrum vulgare, and rare Ulmus glabra, Prunus 
spinosa and Corylus avellana. In the ground layer are: frequent Geum urbanum and Urtica dioica, 
locally abundant Chrysosplenium oppositifolium, Ranunculus repens and Hedera helix, occasional 
Cardamine flexuosa, Dryopteris filix-mas and Hyacinthoides nonscripta, and locally frequent 
Filipendula ulmaria, Allium ursinum, Myosotis scorpiodes, Valeriana officinalis, Scrophularia 
auriculata, Primula vulgaris, Lonicera periclymenum and Circaea lutetiana. There are four Alnus 
glutinosa that may be over-mature, as well as some fallen dead wood. Moss brook flows across this 
part of the site.   
  
There is also a W8 woodland community, which covers much of the current area of the site. This 
contains: occasional Acer pseudoplatanus and Fraxinus excelsior, and rare Quercus robur and Betula 
pendula in the canopy, with a shrub layer of: frequent Crataegus monogyna and Salix caprea, 
occasional Corylus avellana, Rosa canina, Ulmus glabra and Fraxinus excelsior, and rare, Alnus 
glutinosa and Ilex aquifolium. The ground flora contains: frequent Mercurialis perennis, Rubus 
fruticosus and Geum urbanum, locally abundant Hedera helix, occasional Brachypodium sylvaticum, 
Geranium robertianum and Urtica dioica, and locally frequent Allium ursinum, Circaea lutetiana, 
Silene dioica, Fragaria vesca and Galium aparine.   
  
The W10 acid woodland community covers much less of the current site, being present only at the 
eastern end. It contains frequent Acer pseudoplatanus, with occasional Ilex aquifolium, Corylus 
avellana and Sambucus nigra beneath, and a ground flora of abundant Hyacinthoides non-scripta, 
occasional Dryopteris filix-mas and rare Rubus fruticosus.   
 
 There are quite a few sections of scrub, with a variety of species including, frequent Crataegus 
monogyna, locally dominant Rubus fruticosus, locally abundant Rubus idaeus, occasional Sambucus 
nigra, Alnus glutinosa and Salix fragilis, locally frequent Rosa canina, and rare Cornus sanguinea, 
Fraxinus excelsior, Prunus spinosa, Cytisus scoparia, Lapsana communis, Stellaria holostea and 
Melica uniflora.  
 There are a number of sections of MG1 neutral grassland throughout the site, and this contains: 
frequent Arrhenatherum elatius, occasional Anthriscus sylvestris, Dactylis glomerata, Holcus lanatus, 
Lathyrus pratensis and Poa trivialis, and locally frequent Calystegia sepium, Centaurea nigra, 
Chamerion angustifolium, Equisetum arvense, Festuca rubra, Galium aparine and Vicia sepium.   
  
There is a small section of MG6 to the western end of the, which contains: frequent Festuca rubra, 
occasional Lolium perenne, Dactylis glomerata and Taraxacum officinale agg., locally frequent 
Agrostis capillaris and Holcus mollis, and rare Plantago major, Trifolium repens, T. pratense, 
Potentilla reptans and Poa annua.   
  
A number of bird species were recorded during the site visit. These were wren, goldfinch, coal tit, a 
young robin, greenfinch and blackbird. Deer track marks were seen in the W10 woodland. There are 
also existing records for roe deer, sparrowhawk, for which this site was noted as being frequented as 
a food flight path, also wood mouse, common shrew, swift, swallow, house martin, tree sparrow, 
waxwing, jay, spotted flycatcher, starling, goldcrest, fieldfare, redwing, and European mole, as well 
as bat feeding activity.  



  
 The woodland to the eastern part of the Bradford Wildlife Area site meets Local Wildlife Site Criteria 
Wd5, as there is a bluebell cover of 40% plus DOMIN density across about 10 – 15% of the woodland 
ground floor.   
  
The overall woodland coverage within the Bradford Wildlife Area is host to 72 native species and so 
is close to meeting Criteria Wd4, which covers woodlands that support 80 plus native woodland 
species.   
  
The W7 wet woodland community does not quite meet Criteria Wd6 because, although it scores 8 
points from the relevant species list, and is therefore within 20% of the criteria score, it is not within 
500m of another existing LWS of a similar habitat type. It also contains four rather mature Alnus 
trees and so is close to meeting Criteria Wd4, which covers woodlands that host 5 or more over-
mature/veteran trees.   
  
This site is a wildlife corridor and so it provides for species mobility and is suitable foraging habitat 
for a range of species. 
 
Otley Chevin and Caley Crags Local Geological Site 
 
Otley Chevin is an escarpment which faces north over the Wharfe Valley and is composed of 
alternating sandstones and shales of Upper Carboniferous Kinderscoutian age.   The steep north face 
is composed of shales and thin sandstones which are exposed in crags and eroded footpaths.    
Extensive exposures of Addingham Edge Grit cap the top of the escarpment which includes Otley 
Chevin and Caley Crags and have been quarried in several places. These exposures display a wealth 
of information about their environment of deposition. Large scale cross bedding, ripple marks, 
graded bedding, shale bands, soft sediment deformation and bark impressions can all be found in 
sandstones. Near Danefield Quarry (East Chevin Quarry) fossil grazing trails can be seen in fine 
sandstone.   Yorkgate Quarry shows High Moor Sandstone at the top of the quarry, overlying shale, 
which includes 30cm of fireclay and a very thin coal seam (the Morton Banks Coal), which lies 
directly above dipping bedding planes of the Doubler Stones Sandstone/Lower Kinderscout Grit. 
Below the escarpment the hillside displays a close relationship to the underlying geology with 
marked step and bench features as the sandstones and shales alternate.  The north facing slope has 
been subject to landslipping and has hummocky topography, largely wooded.   At Caley Crags large 
blocks of the Addingham Edge Grit have moved down the hillside due to mass wasting processes.  
Further to the east, one block is balanced on the top of a crag and is called the Rocking Stone. From 
the top of the escarpment extensive views of Wharfedale and Airedale can be seen to the north. 
These reveal a variety of geomorphological features which can be linked to the underlying geology 
as well as the work of ice and glacial meltwater.  
  
HISTORICAL ASSOCIATIONS: The Chevin has a rich history of human settlement stretching back into 
Palaeolithic times.  Flint tools, Bronze Age rock carvings and Iron Age earthworks have been found.  
In medieval times the forest park was used as common pasture land, as a source of wood and 
sandstones for buildings and walls. The high ground near Surprise View had a beacon which was part 
of a national chain of beacons used for celebrations or to give warnings.  
  
EDUCATIONAL VALUE:  The extensive rock exposures can be used for education at all levels.  This is a 
good area in which to demonstrate bedding, rock types, textures and structures, as well as the 
relationships between geology and scenery.   
 



 AESTHETIC CHARACTERISTICS: There are excellent views to the north over the Wharfe valley and the 
Pennines.  J.M.W. Turner often painted in the Otley area. The diverse soils which derive from 
sandstones and shale support many different plants and trees. There is a variety of types of 
woodlands with rocky exposures which are very attractive.      
  
ACCESS AND SAFETY: There is good access from top or bottom of the hillsides, with plenty of parking 
places in five car parks on the adjacent roads.  Traffic is very fast moving on the roads, so care should 
be taken when crossing from one part of the Forest to the other.  Footpaths are steep in places but 
generally clear and safe. The area is suitable for large groups, though care is needed on high rock 
faces.  
  
OWNERSHIP: Leeds City Council  
  
MANAGEMENT AND INTERPRETATION: A geological interpretation board was produced in the 1990s 
by Leeds Geological Association and Leeds City Council and erected next to the Yorkgate car park at 
Surprise View.  In spite of some vandalism in the past, the board is in good condition.  It is very well-
illustrated and gives excellent information, both about the solid geology of Otley Chevin and the 
glacial history of the Wharfe valley. Otley Chevin has many good footpaths and accessible rock 
exposures throughout and is ideal for geological interpretation.  A geological trail is proposed for the 
Yorkgate area south of the White House, which could include a leaflet and podcasts, downloadable 
from a website.  The area is already used for geological guided walks. The White House, which is 
close to the west end of the LGS, has classroom facilities which could be used for geological 
teaching.  
  
SCIENTIFIC IMPORTANCE: There is a detailed account of the rocks of the steep north slope of Otley 
Chevin in the 1953 Memoir p38 – 42 (see reference below) with fossil lists for some localities.  Many 
of these localities are overgrown now.  However, they are of considerable significance and one of 
the localities in Great Dib Wood is a Site of Special Scientific Interest. The present nomenclature is 
given in the BGS 1:50,000 Sheet 69 Bradford published in 2000 (see Sheet Description below).  
  
REFERENCES: Chevin Forest Park, Otley   Leaflet produced by the Parks and Countryside Department 
of Leeds City Council. J. V. Stephens, G. H. Mitchell and Wilfred Edwards, 1953 Geology of the 
Country between Bradford and Skipton Geological Survey Memoir Waters, C. N. 2000 Geology of the 
Bradford district.  Sheet Description of the British Geological Survey, 1:50,000 Series Sheet 69  
Bradford p8-11  
  
 

UK PRIORITY HABITATS WITHIN OTLEY 

The following UK Priority Habitats are to be found within the Aberford Neighbourhood Area:- 

• Deciduous Woodland  

• Traditional Orchards 

• Lowland Dry Acid Grassland 

• Coastal and Floodplain Grazing Marsh 

• Lowland Meadow 

• Upland Flushes, Fen and Swamps 

• Purple Moor Grass and Rush Pasture  



Detailed definitions and descriptions of these habitats can be found on the Joint Nature 

Conservation Committee’s website (http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-5718) under ‘UK Biodiversity 

Action Plan: Priority Habitat Descriptions’. 

A map showing the location of these habitats within Otley – ‘UK Priority Habitats in Otley’ – is 

contained separately within the evidence base. 

 

LEEDS HABITAT NETWORK 

Information available at: 

http://www.leeds.gov.uk/council/Pages/Biodiversity-and-Planning.aspx 
 

 

http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-5718
http://www.leeds.gov.uk/council/Pages/Biodiversity-and-Planning.aspx

