
Chapter 7: THE GEOLOGICAL CONSERVATION REVIEW IN THE 
CONTEXT OF THE WIDER EARTH HERITAGE CONSERVATION EFFORT 
 
In 1990, the Nature Conservancy Council published Earth science conservation in Great Britain – a strategy 
which provided a detailed and practical guide to meeting the challenge of Earth heritage conservation and 
highlighted six areas for action: 
 

• Maintaining the SSSI series through the mechanism of the Geological Conservation Review  
• Expanding the RIGS network 
• Developing conservation techniques 
• Improving documentation
• Increasing public awareness 
• Developing international links 

 
This document gave an overview of the problems which needed to be addressed, the means by which 
conservation can be effected, and the organisations best placed to take an active role. It provided a platform 
for taking Earth heritage conservation forward. Since its publication, the majority of its themes have been 
carried out successfully and developed, and have made valuable contributions to conservation and 
promotion of our Earth heritage. 
 
Since 1990, there have been changing emphases on the approaches to Earth heritage conservation. The 
creation of new conservation agencies, the Countryside Council for Wales, English Nature, Scottish Natural 
Heritage, and the Joint Nature Conservation Committee, has provided a new institutional framework. 
Increased public awareness and participation in local groups, the expanding RIGS network, the growth of 
geological leisure pursuits, the incorporation of geological sites into Local Authority plans, and the 
development of new conservation techniques, have all influenced the ways in which Earth heritage 
conservation is perceived. The latest developments regard the Earth heritage as an integral part of our 
natural heritage. 
 
For the continuing success of Earth heritage conservation strategies, it is important that all sectors of the 
community participate. This requires the involvement of Local Authorities and other statutory bodies, 
landowners and site managers, Earth science societies, museums, county wildlife trusts and other local and 
national conservation bodies, the higher education sector, schools and field centres, and of course, the 
general public. It is hoped that industry, which relies upon raw materials, and public utilities, which use the 
resources of the land and water, will continue to support the aims of Earth heritage conservation. 
 
Maintaining the SSSI series through the mechanism of the Geological 
Conservation Review 
As our understanding of geology and geomorphology changes with the insight provided by new discoveries 
and advances in Earth science theory, so new sites may need to be considered as Earth heritage SSSIs. 
Moreover, if a site has deteriorated or been lost, a replacement will need to be identified, and notified in its 
place. The mechanism of the Geological Conservation Review and its criteria are still applied when new or 
replacement sites are being considered. In view of this, the existing Geological Conservation Review blocks 
and networks will need to be reviewed and updated from time to time.  
 
In the years since the strategy was published, it has become clear that future developments in statutory 
Earth heritage conservation will probably require attention to focus on a number of new areas, such as 
culturally and historically important sites, soils, hydrogeology and sea-bed localities. 
 
Expanding the RIGS Network 
Interest in sites outside the SSSI framework of statutory protection is increasing, and there is already a 
recognised need to mobilise voluntary bodies to take responsibility for sites of regional importance, such as 
RIGS. Greater participation in local groups has extended the RIGS networks, and this has been 
accompanied by an increase in geological leisure pursuits. There are now active RIGS groups in all the 
counties in England, and Wales and many in Scotland. 
 
Developing conservation techniques 
As well as developing and refining Earth heritage conservation practice recent developments to find 
technical solutions to key problems threatening sites include investigation and evaluation of ‘soft’ engineering 
techniques to reduce coastal erosion, as alternatives to ‘hard coastal defences’ which can obscure 

http://www.ukrigs.org.uk/


geological exposures and disrupt the transport of sediment along coasts. New engineering and blasting 
techniques are also being developed that can provide safe, stable exposures of rocks. Similarly, landfill 
schemes that are sympathetic to the need for Earth heritage site conservation, have been further refined, so 
that the requirements of society are balanced with the need for conserving rock outcrops for study. 
 
Quaternary geology can help us to understand the effects of processes such as climate change and its 
interaction with ecology. This knowledge can assist us in planning conservation responses in a changing 
world. 
 
Geomorphologists with their specialist knowledge of active sites have an important role to play in the 
development of new conservation approaches. They can advise on the practical use and management of 
natural resources based on a sound understanding of geomorphological principles, and the physical and 
chemical changes which are taking place as the result of interaction between human land use and natural 
systems. 
 
Improving documentation 
Besides Geological Conservation Review publications, a programme of preparing site management plans for 
all Earth science sites is continuing. These are designed to assist local staff in the statutory nature 
conservation agencies to appreciate the Earth heritage significance of sites, and enable them to pursue 
ways of enhancing the scientific and cultural value of sites in the light of any threats. Publications with wider 
appeal are also being produced, which will contribute to a greater public awareness of Britain’s Earth 
heritage. 
 
Increasing public awareness 
There is need for a greater public understanding and awareness of environmental matters. The place of 
Earth science conservation in nature conservation needs greater and continuing exposure, through 
education, and through joint action. 
 
The increasing circulation of the magazine Earth heritage (formerly Earth Science Conservation) indicates an 
enhanced awareness of Earth heritage issues. This is a reflection of the publication of articles with more 
popular appeal; also, there is a general increase in the place of Earth heritage issues on the wider 
conservation scene. The series of publications Landscape fashioned by Geology published by Scottish 
Natural Heritage in association with the British Geological Survey, aims to describe Scotland’s geology in 
more accessible terms, and is a model for others to follow.  
 
Since 1990, two national conferences have considered specific problems of conserving our Ice Age heritage 
(‘Evolving landforms and Ice Age Heritage’, held in May 1992 in Crewe) and the special needs of 
mineralogical sites (‘Conserving Britain’s Mineralogical Heritage’, held at Manchester University in March 
1992).  
 
At a site-specific level, a number of information boards and interpretation panels have now been erected at 
sites across Britain to carry messages to the public; more will follow. 
 
Developing international links 
Throughout the United Kingdom, and indeed internationally, there is a growing interest in Earth heritage 
conservation. As well as the national conferences mentioned above, there have been two international ones, 
at Digne, in France (1991), and Great Malvern (1993).  
 
A debate on the merits of developing international guidelines to address geological and landscape 
conservation issues was held at the Malvern Conference and is continuing via an international group, the 
‘Malvern Task Force’. A central issue (which is directly relevant to the Geological Conservation Review) is 
that of protecting and managing internationally important sites to agreed international standards. 
 
These activities take place in a context of increasing environmental awareness and action following the 
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) at Rio de Janeiro in 1992. They 
reflect a growing awareness of the interdependence between the well-being of the Earth and its peoples. 

http://dspace.dial.pipex.com/seabury.salmon/earth.html
http://www.bgs.ac.uk/
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