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Project overview 

Japanese Knotweed (JK) can cause extreme concern. Misinformation is the greatest barrier.
Network Rail (NR) is taking a proactive, evidence-led approach to dealing with knotweed on the
railway through engagement with Advanced Invasives (Ai). The complete strategy involves 3
points: public guidance, an effective treatment strategy, & client education and engagement.

What were the biodiversity conditions on site, prior to the enhancement?

JK is extensive along areas of the railway in south Wales and It is also present on a great deal of
adjacent 3rd party land. Prior to the strategy, which was derived from work between Wales
Route and Ai, the main ‘strategy’ used within Wales Route was the best practice written by the
knotweed industry itself, often with variation between contractors (as well as the since
withdrawn EA guidance). Furthermore, NR individuals liaising with members of the public spent a
great deal of time fielding JK queries as a single strategy for communication hadn’t been
development.
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What were the reasons behind this project ?

NR is a statutory undertaker and as such is a public body in Wales. It has an obligation not only
to maintain and enhance the railway infrastructure putting passengers first, but also
maintaining and enhancing ‘green’ infrastructure along routes. JK is a known issue along
Britain’s railways. A combination of CSR, an internal drive of implementing best practice to
achieve a net positive for biodiversity, and in reality, lessons learned from the Network Rail
Infrastructure v Williams & Waistell [2018] EWCA Civ 1514 case acted as drivers for a better
way of working with our neighbours and a joined up approach to the ‘knotweed problem’.



What were the biodiversity measures taken?

The work set out to tackle technical and social issues caused by JK on the Wales Route and
can serve as a blueprint for an integrated, replicable approach to managing invasive plants
across the NR Regions and Routes.

The strategy considered the need to plan for the year-on-year (long term) rising treatment
load due to the multi-year lifecycle of effective herbicide treatment of rhizome forming
species. Although no new habitat has been created, habitat in unfavourable condition has
been/is being restored to ecological functional use.

A unique aspect of the project is that the decision-making skeleton for selecting treatment
options is supported with the world's largest ever field-scale investigation of JK treatment -
a body of work published under peer review by Dr Dan Jones (MD of AI). This work is
innovative in that a treatment strategy has never been underpinned by such a
comprehensive empirical evidence base and is rarely conducted for long enough that net
biodiversity gain is achieved. Working in this manner, NR is beginning to lead the UK in
practical application of evidence-led research and the judicious application of herbicides
with a long-term view.

AI are in discussions with an NR Ecologist (IP Signalling Southern) about exploring uptake of
their research into successional habitat restoration following the initial control of JK (using
active restoration techniques) on an upcoming scheme. There has been over a year of site
visits and educational engagements between AI and IP Signalling at Taff’s Wells in south
Wales to teach NR staff how to recognise JK and about effective treatment methods.

The strategy also involved work with the NR Community Relations Team as treating the
invasive species alone does not solve the ‘knotweed problem’. Actively engaging lineside
neighbours and the ability to answer questions about knotweed is essential for treating the
issue.



Further information

The JK treatment strategy has been implemented by The Wale’s Route’s in-house 
vegetation management team.  NR's communities team worked closely with the 
designers of the NR brand centre to release and straightforward public guidance. 
This was released as part a pro-active mailshot led by Community Engagement to 
inform residents on areas of the Wales Route worst affected by JK. NR also involved 
the local MP for one of the worst affected areas, Neath, to better understand the 
issues JK was causing for residents.

In 2019, queries relating to knotweed have been gradually reducing and NR staff 
now have a coherent toolkit of resources to answer queries from the public about 
the ongoing treatment of the plant in their local area. 

A key outcome of the work has been to formalise a complete, yet simple decision-
making process for selecting herbicide treatment protocols for Japanese knotweed, 
according to whether the plant is a safety critical hazard, legal risk or simply general 
nuisance. In this way, the strategy gives NR a flexible approach this logical and 
legally defensible, whilst making the best use of resources.

Although outside of the project remit, Ai explored options for digital delivery of 
staff guidance, an app for on-site plant ID and mapping of Japanese knotweed and 
a single, authoritative source of public guidance hosting on the Communities page 
of the central NR website.
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What was the motivation for carrying out the enhancement?

Motivations for this work were derived from business need, moral obligation and individual desire to
see an invasive plant species ‘problem’ dealt with in an effective manner to benefit the wider
biodiversity of the railway, the operation of the railway and our lineside neighbours. Continued
liaison between the organisation will hopefully result in continued adoption of evidence-led best
practice and a BIG win the British countryside and the British public.


