
 
 

Post-Doctoral Research Associate, Floodplain Meadows 
Partnership – Grassland ecology 
 
 
Severn Vale area, Gloucestershire, and Walton Hall, Milton Keynes  
 
This post is funded by the Government's Green Recovery Challenge Fund. The fund was developed 
by Defra and its Arm's-Length Bodies. It is being delivered by The National Lottery Heritage Fund in 
partnership with Natural England, the Environment Agency and Forestry Commission  
 

 
 
The Role 
 
We are looking for a Research Associate to work within the Floodplain Meadows Partnership (FMP) 
www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk team.  The Partnership is a long-term research and outreach project 
investigating the ecohydrology, management, restoration and natural capital of floodplain meadows.  It 
brings together representatives from key nature conservation organisations in the UK with grassland 
academics to provide an evidence-based focus for the conservation and restoration of this rare habitat.  
 
The role is 0.5 FTE for 14 months. Flexible working within this time frame may be required, with a heavier 
workload in spring and summer 2022 (survey and training elements), and will require the delivery of both 
of the following elements: 
 
1. Collection and management of soil samples from 300 locations in the Severn Vale, 

Gloucestershire 
 
Floodplains are naturally capable of supporting a wide range of habitats. With both terrestrial and 
freshwater components, they are complex systems. The interactions of hydrological, geomorphological, 
biogeochemical and ecological processes provide many ecosystem goods and services not obtainable 
from other landscapes.  
 
Floodplains cover over 1.6 million hectares in England and Wales but just 3000 ha is occupied by 
species-rich floodplain grassland, and 8750 ha of alluvial forest and bog woodland. Therefore, floodplains 
are not delivering efficiently on ecosystem services. 
 

The Severn and Avon Vales was formerly a large, connected mosaic of floodplain meadows, marshes 
and small waterbodies. In recent decades however, agricultural intensification has produced marked 
declines in priority habitats and in characteristic species such as curlew and eel.  

http://mcs.open.ac.uk/pp2464/Opening_Up_Minds/
http://www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/


Species-rich floodplain meadows were once abundant in the farmed landscape, but only 1,100ha remain 
in England and Wales. The Severn and Avon Vales account for 119ha, >10% of the remaining resource. 
Floodplain meadows support a diversity of plants and other wildlife, and deliver ecosystem services 
including carbon storage and flood mitigation, yet 88% of main river floodplains in the area are in 
intensive agricultural use and not currently providing these services. There is a need to shift mindset so 
that more naturally functioning land is valued for the ecosystem services it can provide to farmers and 
members of the wider public.  

The Floodplain Meadows Partnership at the Open University has started to try to quantify the benefits of 
floodplain meadows in the context of natural capital1 using real data alongside case studies from around 
the UK. This has revealed gaps in the evidence base. Most particularly and importantly, given the current 
policy context for carbon capture and tree planting, the available evidence for the extent of carbon in soils 
under different habitats and land-uses is patchy and hard to compare. Grassland is often perceived as 
storing little carbon, but stocks are considerable and those within neutral grassland soils have been 
shown to be well above that for improved grassland, arable and horticultural soils. UK grasslands 
sequester large amounts of carbon, higher than that of more slowly growing forests and contrasting with 
a net loss from arable land.  
 
This element will focus on collection of soil samples for carbon analysis, based on established methods, 
focussing on different floodplain habitats in the Severn Vale floodplain area. The role will be responsible 
for liaising with landowners over soil sample collection and results, delivery of samples to the Open 
University Laboratories in Milton Keynes and contributing towards analysis of data and compilation into a 
final report and related outputs.  
 
2. Training volunteers and landowners to undertake botanical survey of grassland in the Severn 

Vale and undertaking botanical survey directly.  
 

A significant element of the GCRF is to support the development of new skills in the area. This 
component of the role will help to support training on botanical survey, targeting landowners and 
volunteers. The role will help co-ordinate volunteers and landowners in undertaking their own surveys, 
after training, and will also help to fill in gaps in information by undertaking botanical survey directly. The 
role will help compile the data collected and present it in a meaningful manner.  

One output of the project is to write guidance on management and restoration of floodplain meadows in 
the Severn Vale. The role holder will contribute towards these documents.  

The findings will be shared both locally through outreach events and local PR and 
nationally/internationally through conferences and partner networks. Outputs and findings will also be 
used in policy discussions and responses to Government in areas relating to floodplain management, 
agri-environment schemes and climate mitigation.  

The successful candidate will be based in the Floodplain Meadows Partnership group in the Open 
University’s School of Environment, Earth and Ecosystem Sciences, and supervised by Dr Clare Lawson.  

You will be part of an interdisciplinary team working closely with partner organisations (Wildfowl and 
Wetlands Trust, FWAG-SW) as well as academics and policy/outreach specialists and current PhD 
students working on floodplain meadows in the FMP team. There will be weekly (online) team meetings 
during remote working arrangements and regular weekly team discussions when we return to normal 
office working arrangements. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Duties 

 
1 http://www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/sites/www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/files/VNP09-NatCapSynthesisReport-
Floodplains-A4-16pp-144dpi_0.pdf 

http://www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/sites/www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/files/VNP09-NatCapSynthesisReport-Floodplains-A4-16pp-144dpi_0.pdf
http://www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/sites/www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/files/VNP09-NatCapSynthesisReport-Floodplains-A4-16pp-144dpi_0.pdf


 
Key Duties 

 

• Co ordinate landowner liaison and collect soil samples from sites around the Severn Vale. 

• Liaise with OU labs to ensure soil samples are processed and analysed within the time frame. 

• Help to collate data and disseminate results by presenting findings at project workshops, 
international conferences, and through academic publications and reports. 

• Help to train volunteers and landowners in botanical survey of grasslands in the Severn Vale 
using an already established method. 

• Undertake botanical survey directly in the Severn Vale. 

• Help produce guidance on management of grasslands in the Severn Vale.  

 
Team duties  

• Attend project meetings and research advisory group meetings. 

• Be an active member of the FMP team, attending regular group meetings and sharing 
knowledge with other team members. 

• Contribute expertise and scientific ideas to research projects, methodologies and teaching 
areas, as appropriate. 

• Liaise closely with the Line Manager and/or the academic Group Lead and Group Manager, 
and the GCRF Project Board 

• Undertake other duties that are reasonable for the position, as directed by the Line Manager. 

 
Other Duties 

• Follow the University’s Research Ethics, Health and Safety and Equal Opportunities policies in 
the performance of your duties. 

• Have a strong commitment to the principles and practice of equality and diversity. 

• Attend appropriate staff development events. 

 
 
Person Specification Skills and Experience 
 
Essential 

• Field work experience in botany. 

• Interest in research on grassland ecology and/or soils. 

• Excellent communication skills, written and oral. 

• Excellent interpersonal skills, able to deal with volunteers and landowners. 

• Ability to work both collaboratively as part of an interdisciplinary team and independently as a 
fieldworker. 

• Ability to plan and prioritise own workload and work to agreed deadlines. 

 
Desirable 

• Knowledge of soil ecohydrology and/or carbon processes in soil. 

  



About the Unit 
 
The Faculty of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) is comprised: 
 

• School of Computing & Communications 

• School of Environment, Earth & Ecosystem Sciences 

• School of Engineering & Innovation 

• School of Life, Health & Chemical Sciences 

• School of Mathematics & Statistics 

• School of Physical Sciences 

• Knowledge Media Institute 

• Deanery including teams supporting Curriculum, Research and Enterprise, Laboratory 
Infrastructure and Faculty Administration 

 
“We aspire to be world leaders in inclusive, innovative and high impact STEM teaching and research, 
equipping learners, employers and society with the capabilities to meet tomorrow’s challenges” 
 
The Faculty of STEM consists of 2500 staff including 1,800 Associate Lecturers. The Faculty delivers 
over 185 modules across undergraduate and postgraduate curriculum, supporting nearly 19,000 students 
(full time equivalents) which is 29% of the OU total. 
 
The Faculty generates more research income (circa £17M) than any other Faculty in the University, 
supported by a comprehensive laboratory infrastructure. 
 
We are proud of our distinctive values and capabilities underpinning our aspiration: 
 
We are inclusive: 

• We transform people’s lives, ensuring STEM education is openly accessible to many thousands 
of students from diverse backgrounds – our students express high satisfaction with their study 
experience. 

• We engage the public in exciting citizen science and engineering, including through free open 
educational resources, multi-platform broadcasting, outreach to inspire the next generation and 
with programmes to encourage more women into STEM. 

 
We are highly innovative: 

• We are at the forefront of innovative developments in teaching practical science and engineering 
at a distance, through simulated and remote access laboratories and practical experimentation. 

• Our high-quality teaching and curriculum are informed by world-leading research, strong links 
with professional bodies and communities of practitioners, as well as by scholarship focused on 
continuously improving our STEM pedagogy. 

 
We deliver significant social and economic impact: 

• We provide STEM higher education at a scale and reach unsurpassed in the UK, with a sizeable 
international reach and further growth potential. 

• We inject transferable STEM skills and knowledge direct into the workplace for immediate 
employee and employer benefit, as students combine study while working. 

• The employability value of our courses is underpinned by accreditation from leading STEM 
Professional Bodies and Learned Societies, as well as partnerships and sponsorship with leading 
employers. 

• Our high-quality, applied and academically relevant teaching and research addresses real-world 
issues, delivering impact for industry and society, including addressing pressing STEM skill- 
shortages across the UK. 

 
  



The School of Environment, Earth and Ecosystem Sciences 
 
We are an inclusive, diverse, and friendly community of Open University staff and students that is 
fascinated by the natural world around us. 
 
Our vision is to investigate past and present environments, creating positive actions in response to 
the climate emergency. 
 
Our mission is to use our world-leading teaching, research, and knowledge to address issues of 
social and environmental justice. Our aim is to empower scientific citizens, better equipping them to 
engage with local to global environmental issues. 
 
We offer undergraduate modules and qualifications in Environmental Sciences, Earth Sciences, and 
Geography and Environmental Science, as well as a taught Masters programme. 
 
EEES is home to a thriving research community with a shared vision to understand the processes 
and systems that nourish and sustain the world around us, from the microbial through to the planetary 
scale and beyond. Activity is grouped into thematic areas: Astrobiology; Dynamic Earth; Earth 
System Modelling; Ecosystems; Educational Research; and Palaeoenvironmental Change; plus 
Analytical Facilities and PhD Students. 
 
We also offer exciting opportunities to communicate and engage with us, through citizen science 
initiatives, enterprise opportunities, free courses on OpenLearn, and co-productions with the BBC. 
 
To find out more about our school, select: http://www.open.ac.uk/eees.  

 

http://www.open.ac.uk/eees

