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Pebblebed Heaths ENGLAND
CONSERVATION TRUST

The Pebblebed Commor& background paper

Context

The East Devon Pebbleb€dmmonsare mostly owned by the Clinton Devon Estates and managed
by the Pebblebed Heaths Conservation T(tis¢ Trustlthe RSPBnd the Devon Wildlife Trust

They are nabnally important for their wildlife and are much valubeg local communities and
visitorsas a publicly accessible open landscdpevernment harecently given anew statutory

right of accessind passedew legislation on management of common laktchas alsosettargets

for the management of important wildlife siseincluding the Pebblebed Commonsupled with
increased funding for management

In the light of these changes, the Trastd RSPB & dzLJLI2 NIISR o6& bl Gdz2N> £ 9y 3
countrysice andwildlife conservation agency), has decided to undertake a major review of the
management of thdebblebedHeaths and look at all the options. An important part of this process

is to seek the views of local communities and organisations togethemnitiors and other

stakeholders in the heaths.

I NB OSy A coMiBdnIpuNabsEa guidle to agreeing management on common Iend 3 A @S
guidance on consultations over the future of common land. It recognises the value that
communities place on their locabmmons and sets out principles for carrying out consultation
without preconditions and in a way that genuinely seeks a consensus on a way fpitwatah
regular communication and a shared understanding of the isduashoped that thipaper,by
laying out the issues in as thorough and transparent way as posgilblleelp toencouragea wide
consultation with users and stakeholders in the PebbleHedths



Introduction and Background

Most heathlands are derived from the clearance of woodland on &gfis by Neolithic or later

Bronze or Iron Age farmers. Use of the land for arable and pastoral farming, often accompanied by
burning to provide fresh grazing kept the land open, but over time @kigusted e original

brown earth soils and left ligh&cid, freely draining ground, ideal for the growth of heather and

other heathland plants. Down the centuries, continued grazing and burtlisgemoval of turves,
bracken and scrub for fuel and animal bedding, cutting of timber and exploitation of other
heathland products, prevented woodland from-establishing. These activities also resulted in the
continual removal of nutrients from the system, maintaining the poor soils and their heathland
vegetation.

As such uses became uneconomic from the
late nireteenthcentury;many heaths were
abandoned or turned to other uses such as
farming, forestrymineral exploitationor
developmentfor leisure activitiesAs a result
heathHandshave declined in area across notth
west Europe and those that remain covertt lau
small part of their original extent.

The Pebblebed Commons were more open in
| the past when use by local communities and
the military wasmuch more intensive

The East Devon Pebblebed Hedathiso called the Pebblebed Commoosyer some 1400 ha and

are located on the Triassic Budleigh Salterton pebble beds between the Exe and Otter Estuaries
about 7 miles south east of Exetérhas been estimated that some 640ha of tiaths have been
lost since 1906Some 1112 ha of theebblebed Heathare notified as a e of Special Scientific
Interest (SSSI) for their distinctive heathland habitats and wilditfiey havealsobeen designated

as sites of European importance for their heathland habitats, birds and invertebfatasing
management for nature agservation on this area has been undertaken sib@89. The Pebblebed
Heathsare also part oftie East Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beadtichwas designated in
1963.

Theseheaths make up the largest block of lowland heath in DeVtwey area naionally important
representative of the lowland heathlands of Britain and nentest Europe. A S|gn|f|cant feature of
the site is the diversity of heathland communities, relatedhe , s

t So6 06t $am&Sdre@ and the range of substrates and i
topography. Thénigher and drier areas are covered with heath S
dominated byheather, bell heather, western gorse, bristle bent &
grass and purple moegrass. e
A series of shallow vallegsplaydistinct changes of vegetation EEEEE
where thedry heath gives way to wet heath witlughes on the
valley sides, and to valley mire with patches of willow scrub Fas TR,
mainly on the valley floors. Bell heather is replatede by Bell heather




crossleaved heathand sedges, herbs and orchids with plants of wetter mires sutiogasphodel,
sundewsandpale butterwort

There are21 breeding dragonfly specigxluding the nationally rare southern damselfly, as well as
bog bush cricket and rare species of beetles and flies.
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The Nightjar is a specialised heathldricd whichcatchesinsectsn the air at night The Pebblebed
commonghold a large and importartireedingpopulationof this species

Over 70 breeding bird species have been recorded notably nightjar, hobby and Dartford warbler, all
three of which are designated as ravevulnerable species in Europe.

Theseheaths were first occupied during prehistoric times, and have a wealth of archaeological
features. Down the centuries they have been subject to the traditional uses of grattieg (
associated withburning) turfcutting and mineral extraction and have also been used by the
military since Napoleonic time¥heyhave been open to the public since 1930 gmuiblic rights of
access were ensured in perpetuity thye Countryside and Rights of Way Act 200&oW Act)The
heathsareregistered as commorendunder the Commons Act 2006 consents are needed for any
structures such as fences, buildings or surfacing of car parks. The Comra@much valued

open space fodog walkers, horse riders, mountain bikers, model aiftcityers and others. They

are also used by the Royal Marine Commaswbo have a lease over part of Woodbury Common
for a grenade range and a licence over the rest of the Commons for training, mostly on foot and
without live ammunition.



Most of the heahs have been under a single ownership for many centuries and are now managed
by the Pebblebed Heaths Conservation Trust (the Trust), with some areas leased or owned by the
RSPB. (Other areas are privately owned and managed by the Devon Wildlife Trust).

To maintain their conservation interest, the Pebblebed Heaths need continual management, to
keep pace with the encroachment of trees, scrub and brackenual inputs of atmospheric
nutrients, particularly nitrogen, cause deterioration of the heathlargeation and help to drive a
conversion from heatlandto gras¢and. In damp and wet heath the grass which comes to
dominate is purple moor grass, which now covers large areas ddnemons.
Theaccumulatechutrients can be reduced by controlled burningmowing, or removed by turf
stripping buttoo frequent mowingor burning encouragegrasses at the expense of heatlzard

turf stripping can damage archaeolod@yrazings usually less effective at removiagcumulated
nutrients but can help to reduce analincrements and diversify the vegetation structure.

The Pebblebeéieathland
managerdhaveused a
combination ofall these
managementslepending on
circumstances on patrticular
sites.

Wild fires havelsobeen a
major problem in the past
Human u® appears to be
increasing and could pose
problems from disturbance,
erosionand other effects in
the future.

Cyclists enjoying the open
landscapes of the Pebblebed
Commons

In 2007 he heathswere accepted intahe Higher Level Stewardshipnding £heme, wich will

run until 2017. The schemeasiministered by Natural Englan@,K S D2 @SN}y YSy i Qa Oz2y
agencyand payments are made to ensutee heathsare managed to maintain and enhance the
heathlandplant communities and special bird and invertebragtepulations Natural England h&a

carried out assessments of the condition of the heaths and concluded that they are mostly in an
unfavourable conditiorior their wildlife due to a lack of management in the past and the growth of

scrub and bracken and spreatigrass, but that they are now recovering because of the

management undertaken during recent years

Natural England has set out a range of criteria for achieving favourable conditioa lofvland
heathland and management is directed towards achiettrege. This requires:
1 Ongoing ontrol and management of woodland, scrub, gorse and creation of bare ground



1 Management of plant communities to achieve a mosaic of different age$aigtitsacross
the vegetationtypesof the heaths for the benefit of thassociated flora and fauna
1 Control of grassespreadng at the expense of the dry and wet heath and mire communities
Management of these important open spaces for peopkiseneeded and includes:
T t NPEGARAY3I | NIy3IS 27F FInkatand dpprEciation & theAhegatibl? & S
1 Managing visitor pressures to minimise the impact on wildlife and the environment.

Choices need to be made about what management techniques to use in the future and where.
It should be emphasisdtiough,that while anydecisions may set some short amgtdium term
objectives and prescriptions, they will not be set in stone. The BndtRSPBee the management
of the heaths as being an evailgprocess with changes taking place to reflect the needs of the
local communiy and visitors and the conservation of the wildlife as these too develop.
Thispaperincludes arexamiration ofthe management problems and suggests solutions,
presented as a range of options with their advantages and disadvantage®nsultation.

Grazing has beere- introduced

within seasonal enclosures on the
Commons to manage the wet heath
and mires in recent years, helping to
maintain the populations of the rare
southern damselfly

Afuller report considers the

background and main issues

affecting the site and examines the

need for management of the heaths

and associated habitats, for wildlife

and people. The available options are then described in more detail including mowing, burning,
scraping and the implications of continuing and extendingig@ This report and a shorter version
are available on the Trust page of the website www.clintondevon.co.uk/

Options appraisal

The main mechanisms for managing lowland heath are turf cutting, surface scraping, mowing,
burning, herbicide spraying/bruisg/cutting (for controlling bracken), grazing and removal of
encroaching trees and scrub. Management for visitors includes provision of facilities (e.g. car parks,
viewing points, seats), provision of information (e.g. notice boards, maps, leaflets gailttsd
walks), and provision and maintenance of routes (e.g. paths,
bridleways, boardwalks, bridges). Estate and forest management
includes felling, planting and maintenance of plantations and other
woodland, maintenance and repair of scheduled monumemis
other features, provision and maintenance of fire breaks, removal of
fly tipped material, dumped cars and littetnd maintenance of
structures such as gates and stiles.

Path maintenance is a regular task for the site managers



