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The Pebblebed Heaths - An Options Appraisal 

Context 
The East Devon Pebblebed heaths are mostly owned by the Clinton Devon Estates and managed by 
the Pebblebed Heaths Conservation Trust and RSPB. They are nationally important for their wildlife 
and are much valued by local communities and visitors as a publicly accessible open landscape. 
Government have recently given a new statutory right of access and passed new legislation on 
management of common land. They have also set targets for the management of important wildlife 
sites including the Pebblebed Heaths coupled with increased funding for management.  
 
In the light of these changes, the Trust, supported by RSPB and Natural England (the GoǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 
wildlife conservation agency), has decided to undertake a major review of the management of the 
Pebblebed Heaths and look at all the options. An important part of this process is to seek the views 
of local communities and organisations together with visitors and other stakeholders in the heaths. 
 
! ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ΨA common purpose; a guide to agreeing management on common landΩ, was 
produced in 2005 by a group of countryside organisations to give guidance on consultations over 
the future of common land. It recognises the value that communities place on their local commons 
and sets out principles for carrying out consultation without preconditions and in a way that 
genuinely seeks a consensus on a way forward through regular communication and a shared 
understanding of the issues. 
 
It is hoped that this report will be the first step in a wider consultation process that meets the 
ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ψ! ŎƻƳƳƻƴ tǳǊǇƻǎŜΩΣ ōȅ ƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƛƴ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅ ŀǎ 
possible. Following the production of this options report the Trust intends to carry out a wide 
consultation with users and stakeholders in the Pebblebed Heaths, using a range of interpretation 
material and a series of public events. This will take place during the summer and autumn of 2009. 
 

Summary 
The Pebblebed Heaths lie on the Triassic pebblebeds south east of Exeter, and cover an area of 
approximately 1400 ha. They have been designated as of European and national importance for 
their dry and wet heath and mire habitats, for the populations of breeding nightjars and Dartford 
warblers, and for their colonies of rare Southern damselfly. They are also regionally important for 
rare and scarce plants and invertebrates. The Pebblebed Heaths lie in the East Devon AONB and are 
recognised as a significant landscape feature. 
 
The heaths have been open to the public for many years and are highly valued by local 
communities and visitors. They are also a major asset to the Royal Marine Commando who use the 
heaths for training. The heaths are registered as common land, but with only one commoner. There 
are full rights of public access on foot over all the common land (most of the Pebblebed Heaths). 
 
The heaths have a long history of use going back to prehistoric times and contain a number of 
scheduled ancient monuments and many archaeological  and historical features. The heaths once 
covered a larger area and have shrunk by some 640ha over the last 100 years.  
 
Most of the Commons are in a single ownership, the Clinton Devon Estates, who manage them 
through a charitable trust, The Pebblebed Heaths Conservation Trust, with parts of the northern 
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pebblebeds leased to and managed by the RSPB. Other areas are owned or leased and managed by 
RSPB, the Devon Wildlife Trust and the Nutwell Estate.  
 
In 2007 the heaths were accepted into the Higher Level Stewardship Scheme, which will run until 
2017. The scheme is administered by Natural England, ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ 
under which the heaths have to be managed to maintain and enhance the heathland communities 
and special bird and invertebrate populations. Natural England have carried out assessments of the 
condition of the heaths and concluded that they are mostly in an unfavourable recovering 
condition. The main problems for managers of the heaths stem from natural processes of 
succession, changes brought about by inputs of atmospheric nutrients and the activities of people. 
 
Heathland is a cultural landscape of open, heather covered land maintained down the centuries by 
cutting, burning, grazing and other human activities and will turn back to woodland over time 
unless invading scrub and woodland is regularly removed. 
Annual inputs of atmospheric nutrients, particularly nitrogen, cause deterioration of the heathland 
communities of heather and its allies, and help to drive a conversion from heather to grass 
domination. In damp and wet heath the grass which comes to dominate is purple moor grass, 
which now covers large areas of the Pebblebed Heaths. The accumulated nutrients can be reduced 
by controlled burning or mowing, or removed by turf stripping, but too frequent mowing or 
burning encourages grasses at the expense of heather and turf stripping can damage archaeological 
features. Grazing will not remove accumulated nutrients but can help to reduce annual increments 
and diversify the vegetation structure. Heathland managers often use a combination of these 
managements depending on circumstances on particular sites. 
 
Human visitors to the heaths can cause fires, and with their pets, unintended disturbance that can 
affect the breeding success and productivity of birds. Other impacts include trampling, nutrient 
enrichment from dogs, and the introduction of invasive alien plants and animals. Some human 
activities, including some soil erosion can have beneficial effects for invertebrates, and the 
presence of visitors often results in the speedy reporting of wild fires. 
 
Natural England has set out a range of criteria for achieving favourable condition of lowland 
heathland and management is directed towards achieving these. This requires: 

¶ Ongoing control and management of woodland, scrub, gorse and creation of bare ground  

¶ Management of plant communities to achieve a mosaic of different ages and structures 
across the vegetation of the heaths for the benefit of the associated flora and fauna 

¶ Control of spreading grasses at the expense of the dry and wet heath and mire communities 
Management of these important open spaces for people is also needed and includes: 

¶ Providing a range of facilities to improve peoplŜΩǎ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǘƘǎ 

¶ 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.  
To take this forward, the Pebblebed Heaths Conservation Trust, supported by the RSPB and Natural 
England, have commissioned Footprint Ecology to produce an appraisal of the management 
options for the Pebblebed Heaths. 
 
It should be emphasised that while it is hoped this report and the consultations which will follow 
will set some short and medium term objectives and prescriptions, they will not be set in stone. 
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The Pebblebed Heaths Conservation Trust sees the management of the heaths as being an 
evolutionary process with changes taking place to reflect the needs of the local community and 
visitors and the conservation of the wildlife as these too, develop.  
 
This report summarises aspects of the legal, physical, historical and biological background, and the 
conservation status of the Pebblebed Heaths, followed by a more detailed appraisal of the 
conservation interest. 
  
A SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) then considers from both the 
perspective of the heathland manager and the visiting public the main options for management of 
woodland and scrub, gorse and bracken, and the use of turf stripping, surface scraping, controlled 
burning, mowing, use of herbicides and grazing for heathland management.  Also considered are 
stock management by shepherding and fencing with and without cattle grids. This is then 
supplemented by an options summary. 
 
The report then goes on to look at the background and main issues affecting the site and considers 
the need for management of the heaths and associated habitats for wildlife and people. The 
available management options are then summarised in more detail.  
 
Finally, the guidance in A Common Purpose: A guide to agreeing management on common land is 
summarised, and possible ways of carrying out further consultations are outlined to achieve as 
wide a consensus as possible.  
More detailed analyses and background are included as Appendices in a separate report
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Section 1 Introduction and Background 

1.1  Introduction 

Most heathlands are derived from the clearance of woodland on light soils 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, this wasted the original brown 
earth soils and left light, acid, freely draining ground, ideal for the growth of heather Calluna 
vulgaris and other heathland plants. Down the centuries, continued grazing and burning, removal 
of turves, bracken and scrub for fuel and animal bedding, cutting of timber and exploitation of 
other heathland products, prevented woodland from re-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 nineteenth century; many heaths were abandoned 
or turned to other uses such as farming, forestry, mineral exploitation or land for development or 
leisure activities. Thus heaths have declined in area both in the UK and across north-west Europe 
and those that remain cover but a small part of their original extent. 
 
The East Devon Pebblebed Heaths are located on the Triassic Budleigh Salterton pebble beds 
between the Exe and Otter Estuaries about 7 miles south east of Exeter. They cover some 1400 ha 
and constitute the largest block of lowland heath in Devon. They are mostly owned by The Clinton 
Devon Estates and managed by the Pebblebed Heaths Conservation Trust (PHCT), but with areas 
owned, leased and managed by the RSPB and Devon Wildlife Trust. Parts of the Pebblebed Heaths 
were first notified as an SSSI in 1952, and the various areas of heath were consolidated into the 
current SSSI of some 1112 ha in 1986 (Map 1). The Pebblebed Heaths have subsequently been 
designated as sites of European importance for their heathland habitats, birds and invertebrates. A 
first management plan for a large part of the Pebblebed Heaths was prepared in 1990 [1] and 
management for nature conservation on this area has been undertaken since then.  
 
The Pebblebed Heaths have been open to the public since 1930 when Lord Clinton entered into a 
deed to maintain the Commons for the benefit of the public for air and exercise, and this remained 
in force until recently when the Commons came under the provisions of the Countryside and Rights 
of Way Act 2000. The heaths, registered as commons under the Commons Registration Act 1965 
(Map 2) ,  are a much valued local resource used by dog walkers, horse riders, mountain bikers, 
model aircraft flyers, fishermen and others. They are also used as a training area by the Royal 
Marine Commandos who 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. 
 
The heaths 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 grazing (with 
burning) turfing and mineral extraction and have also been used by the military since Napoleonic 
times. It has been estimated that some 640ha of the Pebblebed Heaths have been lost since 1906, 
with post-1947 losses amounting to 380ha mainly to conifer plantations, conversion to grassland 
and arable and to mineral extraction [2]. Some areas of plantation have been recently returned to 
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heath and a large commercial quarry, from which gravel has been extracted since the 1950s, is 
reaching the end of its useful life and will be returned to heathland during the next few years. 
 
To maintain their conservation interest, the Pebblebed Heaths need continual management, to 
keep pace with the encroachment of trees, scrub and bracken. They suffer from relatively high 
atmospheric nitrogen inputs, which add to these changes and encourage succession from dwarf 
shrub (heather and gorse and their allies) dominated communities to grassland. Wild fires have 
been a major problem in the past, and human usage appears to be increasing and could pose 
problems from disturbance, trampling and other effects in the future. 
 
Most of the heaths are in unfavourable recovering (but about 5% are in unfavourable declining) 
condition, and have been entered into the Higher Level Stewardship scheme with a view to 
managing them into favourable condition. In 2002 the heathland management won two English 
Nature awards as a beacon of excellence and an award for management of the SSSI. 
This report has been prepared for the PHCT, with the support of Natural England and the RSPB. It 
examines the management problems and suggests solutions, presented as a range of options with 
their advantages and disadvantages, for consultation. 

1.2 Physical and Legal Background 

 
1.2.1 Ownerships and historical fragmentation 
The majority of the Pebblebed Heaths and a number of the adjoining plantations including Dalditch 
plantation (most of which have or are being restored to heath) are owned by the Clinton Devon 
Estates. They lease a substantial area of heathland at Aylesbeare and Harpford to the RSPB, and the 
large quarry at Blackhill is leased to a mineral company, Bardon Aggregates. Coombe and 
Lympstone Heath and the adjoining woodland are owned by the Nutwell Estate, Withycombe 
Raleigh Common is leased from East Devon District Council and part of Venn Ottery Common is 
owned by RSPB, with the remainder of Venn Ottery Common and Bystock Pools is owned by the 
Devon Wildlife Trust (DWT). There are a number of former heathland areas now converted to 
fields, and mostly around the northerly boundaries of the Pebblebed Heaths, which are in private 
ownership. 
 
An examination of a map showing the extent of heathland on the 1842 Tithe map and the OS maps 
from 1859 and 1985 shows that a considerable amount of heathland has disappeared, mostly to 
the north of Aylesbeare and Harpford Commons, to the north-west of Colaton Raleigh and 
Woodbury Commons, and from around the south-westerly and south-easterly boundaries of 
Woodbury, East Budleigh and Withycombe Raleigh Commons.  
 
The losses from 1906 were estimated in a study by RSPB/DWT/DCC [2] at 640 ha with 380ha lost 
since 1947, of which 166 ha was lost to conifer plantation, 79ha to grassland, 15ha to arable and 
120ha to mineral development. However, these losses have been offset by the conversion of some 
30 ha of plantation at Dalditch back to heath, and at Blackhill, if the quarried area is returned to 
heath when the quarry finally closes, perhaps another 40ha will be restored to heath.   
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1.3 Geology & Soils 
 

The geology of the Pebblebed Heaths is unique in the UK.  The Triassic Budleigh Salterton (Bunter) 
Pebblebeds, which underlie the heaths are over 32m deep and extend some 40 miles inland 
towards the Somerset border.  The pebbles originated 440 million years ago from sandstone, which 
formed quartzite under pressure.  Some 350 million years ago, during the formation of the super 
continent Gondwana, the Armorican mountains were created in Spain and France and red desert 
sandstones were laid down.  These Permian New Red Sandstones have a proportion of calcium 
carbonate.  Finer deposits formed Marls.  Then 250-230 million years ago the hot, dry desert 
conditions became wetter and a huge river flowing northward from the Armorican Mountains 
eroded the quartzite and deposited it as the flattened and rounded pebbles of the Budleigh 
Salterton Pebblebeds.  Parts of these pebble bed areas were overlain by red Otter Sandstone, 
which is a mixture of wind-blown and river deposits.  In places, this, in turn, was overlain by the 
Mercia Mudstone Group, the finer silts of which were deposited in temporary lakes. So in some 
areas the pebble beds remained uncovered, and elsewhere the overlying deposits were 
subsequently eroded exposing the underlying pebbles [3, 4].  
The majority of the Pebblebed Heaths have freely draining, very acid, sandy and loamy soils with 
very low fertility1.  These include areas of more fertile brown earths, humic ranker, peaty gleys, 
skeletal peat and light brown mineral soils [5].   

1.4 Topography 

 
The Budleigh Salterton Pebblebeds form a prominent escarpment running some 6km northwards 
from Budleigh Salterton towards Ottery St Mary, with an altitude range of 70m to 176m.  They 
extend some 1.2km east to west at their widest. The   westerly scarp is steep and the majority of 
the Pebblebed Heaths occur on the gentle easterly dip slope, which has numerous shallow valleys.  
The easterly flowing streams and associated flushes are often base-rich issuing from the underlying 
Permian sandstones and mudstones.  The streams flow east as tributaries of the River Otter. 

1.5 Archaeology 

 
The Pebblebed Heaths have a long history of human occupation and use. From the prehistoric 
peoples who built the large number if barrows and cairns (burial mounds) on the heaths to the 
conservation, amenity and military uses of today, the features and vegetation of the heaths reflect 
these human activities. There is a total of 341 known archaeological sites or historic features on, or 
adjoining the Pebblebed Heaths, and undoubtedly more await discovery. The most important and 
visible site is the Iron Age hill fort at Woodbury Castle, but there are a number of other scheduled 
ancient monuments including prehistoric barrows on Woodbury, Colaton Raleigh and Aylesbeare 
Commons2, and cairns, enclosures and possible prehistoric hearths as well as worked flints over a 
wide area. Extensive archaeological research was carried out by George Carter during the 1920s-
1960s. A partial excavation of Woodbury Castle was undertaken in 1971 as part of a rescue dig due 

                                                        
1 National Soil Resources Institute, Cranfield University. www.landis.org.uk 
2 Letter dated 25th November 1998 from English Heritage 
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to road widening, and a four year programme of excavations and investigation is currently 
underway, led by Dr. Chris Tilley of University College, London. 
 
Roads of Roman origin run through the area and many parish boundaries date from the late Saxon 
period. The area was included in the Domesday Book, and many local names of parishes, farms and 
commons date from the ninth, tenth and eleventh century. Many parish and farm boundary banks 
date from this time together with a number of hollow ways and field systems. Other features 
dating from various periods include quarries, boundary banks, ridge and furrow and artificial 
landscape features including planted mounds [6]3. 
 
Military activity from the Napoleonic wars left behind pebble mounds, pits, trenches and hearths. 
Later occupation on parts of Budleigh and Bicton Commons during WWII by British and American 
military forces, particularly on East Budleigh Common,  is evidenced by the remains of buildings, 
infrastructure, excavations and smaller features such as pits and trenches (still being created by the 
present day Royal Marine Commandos) [6]4.  
 

1.6 Short History 

The Pebblebed heaths have been occupied and exploited by people since at least the Bronze Age 
(c4000 BP). It is mentioned in the Domesday Book and activities such as turf cutting, burning and 
grazing have taken place down the centuries. Some areas were taken for arable agriculture or 
planted with trees. 
 
From Norman times most of the Heaths have been owned by the Lord of the Manor and eventually 
passed into the Ownership of the Lord Clinton early in the 20th Century. The heaths have a history 
of military use going back to the Napoleonic Wars.  They are now Common Land and managed for 
wildlife conservation and public access. 
A fuller history of the Pebblebed heaths is set out in Appendix 1 of the main report. 

1.7 Broad Description of Flora and Fauna 
 

The Pebblebed Heaths make up the largest block of lowland heath in Devon. It is a nationally 
important representative of the inland Atlantic-climate lowland heathlands of Britain and north-
west Europe. A significant feature of the site is the diversity of heathland associated communities, 
related to its large area and the range of substrates and topography. The higher and drier areas are 
covered with heath dominated by heather Calluna vulgaris, bell heather Erica cinerea, western 
gorse Ulex gallii, bristle bent-grass Agrostis curtisii and purple moor-grass Molinia caerulea. 
Agrostis grasses and bracken Pteridium aquilinum are prevalent in places as are bramble Rubus 
fruticosus agg., and scrub with scattered pines Pinus spp. and birches Betula spp. 
 

                                                        
3 3 See also report by Devon County Council as part of the Historic Environment Record under the  consultation for the 
Farm Environment Plan needed for a Higher level Stewardship application. This report expands on previous work and 
records 168 historic features on the Pebblebed Heaths. (For details contact Cressida Whitton at DCC) 
4 See also report by Devon County Council as part of the Historic Environment Record under the  consultation for the 
Farm Environment Plan needed for a Higher level Stewardship application. This report expands on previous work and 
records 168 historic features on the Pebblebed Heaths. (For details contact Cressida Whitton at DCC) 



The Pebblebed Heaths - An Options Appraisal 

12 

A series of shallow valleys gives rise to distinct changes of vegetation. The dry heath gives way to 
wet heath with flushes on the valley sides, and to valley mire with patches of willow Salix spp. 
scrub mainly on the valley floors. Bell heather Erica cinerea is replaced by cross-leaved heath Erica 
tetralix and characteristic species are common sedge Carex nigra, meadow thistle Cirsium 
dissectum, lousewort Pedicularis sylvatica , bogbean Menyanthes trifoliata, heath spotted orchid 
Dactylorhiza maculata , lesser butterfly orchid Platanthera bifolia and sharp-flowered rush Juncus 
acutiflorus. Other species associated with the wetter areas are bog asphodel Narthecium 
ossifragum, sundews Drosera spp., pale butterwort Pinguicula lusitanica , bog pimpernel Anagallis 
tenella, common cottongrass Eriophorum angustifolium and the club-moss Lycopodiella inundata 
(although this last species has not been recorded for many years) 
 
Mineral-rich flushes support tawny sedge C. hostiana, carnation sedge C. panicea, black bog rush 
Schoenus nigricans ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾƛƭΩǎ-bit scabious Succisa pratensis together with the brown mosses 
Scorpidium scorpioides, Campylium stellatum and Drepanocladus revolvens. 
 
Over 70 breeding bird species have been recorded notably nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus, hobby 
Falco subbuteo and Dartford warbler Sylvia undata. 
Among the 21 breeding dragonfly species are the small red damselfly Ceriagrion tenellum, southern 
damselfly Coenagrion mercuriale and the downy emerald Cordulea aenea. The bog bush cricket 
Metrioptera brachyptera has been recorded, as has .!t tǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ w5.м ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ YǳƎŜƭŀƴƴΩǎ DǊƻǳƴŘ 
Beetle, Poecilus kugelanni (Woodbury Common, 1994, south of Uphams & in valleys north of road 
on Bicton Common 2000), and BAP Priority species Hornet Robberfly, Asilus crabroniformis on 
Aylesbeare Common. 

1.8 Broad description of visitor interest and other users 

 

There are few villages near to the Pebblebed Heaths, but both Exeter and Exmouth are within easy 
reach and so the majority of visitors drive private cars (and horse boxes) to visit the area.  There are 
10 main car parks and numerous parking places all round the Pebblebed Heaths.   
No systematic visitor surveys have been carried out on the Pebblebed Heaths.  However personal 
observations over 20 years show that the majority of people visit the Pebblebed Heaths for fresh 
air and exercise whilst dog-walking.  Horse-riders, mountain-bikers, naturalists, joggers and walkers 
are probably the next most frequent users of the area.  The East Devon Way (a 40 mile long 
distance route) passes over the heaths and the PHCT have produced a guide to 6 walks. 
 
PHCT, RSPB, schools and Bicton College use the Commons for educational activities and both PHCT 
and East Devon AONB have produced educational packs in the past. Both individual and parties of 
volunteers help on the Commons from time to time, as well as those doing community work. 
 
Organised groups include various rambling groups, Otter Valley Association walking group, Hash 
House Harrier clubs, mountain biking clubs, orienteering clubs, schools and various naturalist and 
archaeological groups.  East Devon Hunt also uses the Pebblebed Heaths regularly. A survey in 
1997/8 suggested that over 400 horse riders use the Pebblebed Commons with nearly half coming 
from East Budleigh.5 There is a permanent area for the flying of model planes by the East Devon 

                                                        
5 Stephanie Wheeler pers. comm. 
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Radio Control Club.  This club is one of the largest in Britain with 150-160 members, and the yearly 
license to the Club imposes restrictions on: 

¶ Flying times (10am-dusk Sundays-Fridays, 10am-2pm on Saturdays & Bank Holidays) 

¶ Flying of silent models only before 10am 

¶ No more than three models flying at any one time 

¶ No models over 10kg in weight without prior permission of Club 

¶ A Club duty officer must be present during Club flying 

¶ The field must remain open to Royal marine Commando and public at all times 
 
 Land Rover Experience West Country run escorted trips across the Pebblebed Heaths in convoys of 
Land Rovers. Squabmoor reservoir is run by South West Lakes Trust as a coarse fishery.  
 
Royal Marine Commandos use the area as a training ground for 300,000 man hours annually, and 
their vehicles are permitted to drive across the heaths for access. The grenade range on Colaton 
Raleigh Common and the endurance course on Bicton Common are in regular use throughout the 
year.  Night exercises involving the use of flares, sniper training using blanks, map reading, signals, 
camouflage, camping and physical fitness training, all take place.  The Territorial Army and cadet 
corps also use the training grounds during holidays and at weekends. 
 
There are ten main car parks on the heaths and a scattering of smaller unofficial car parks and 
parking bays in other locations. 
Car Parks: 
Joneys Cross    Model Airfield 
Warren    Uphams 
Castle     Thorntree 
Estuary View    Wheat Hill 
Four Firs    Squabmoor 

1.9 Recent management and wild fire history 

 
Invasion by trees and scrub has been seen as one of the main threats to heathland in recent years 
and was one of the mainsprings for the successful Heritage lottery Fund bid for funding for 38 
projects acroǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ŎƻǳƴǘƛŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ȫ¢ƘŜ ¢ƻƳƻǊǊƻǿǎ IŜŀǘƘƭŀƴŘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΩ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŘ ōȅ 
9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ bŀǘǳǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ tŜōōƭŜōŜŘ IŜŀǘƘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴƴŜǊ ά9ŀǎǘ 
Devon Heaths-tǊŜŎƛƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜΣ {ǘǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ƴƻt only on the 
Pebblebed Heaths but on a range of smaller heaths running north as far as the Blackdown Hills. This 
project included the felling and conversion to heathland of a large part of Dalditch plantation. 
 
On the Pebblebed Heaths the work included the removal of 7ha of plantation, clearance of 30ha of 
dense, and 74 ha of medium density woodland and scrub encroachment, and spraying 58ha of 
bracken.  
 
There have been substantial inputs into habitat management by the PHCT and RSPB on the 
Pebblebed Heaths in recent years which has consisted largely of scraping areas to remove bracken 
and create bare ground, coppicing gorse, removing gorse and other scrub, swaling (controlled 
burning) and bracken spraying. In 2008, large areas of scrub have been cleared to the north-west of 
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Colaton Raleigh and to the south of Woodbury Commons, with gorse coppicing and swaling 
(controlled burning) on both these sites and gorse coppicing also at Aylesbeare, Harpford, Venn 
Ottery, East Budleigh and Dalditch. Areas of woodland and scattered trees have been removed 
from Aylesbeare, Harpford, Hawkerland and Woodbury Commons and areas of bracken cut on 
Woodbury and Withycombe Raleigh Commons. A number of ponds have been created on 
Aylesbeare and Colaton Raleigh Commons in the past, and firebreaks have been maintained on all 
the heaths. 
 
Grazing has been carried out within temporary enclosures on Venn Ottery, Aylesbeare, Harpford, 
Hawkerland, Colaton Raleigh and Woodbury Commons since 1990 using cattle to graze mires and 
wet and humid heath. 
 
During the 1960s and 1970s wild fires were an annual problem and between 1983 and 1985 there 
were huge fires on Woodbury, Colaton Raleigh and the north east of Bicton Common which burned 
about 65% of the entire area. There were smaller fires during the same period on Bicton, East 
Budleigh and Lympstone Commons and by the car park on Hawkerland Common. There was a 
further large fire in 1995 on Woodbury Common caused by a model aircraft. Construction of fire 
breaks, use of a watch tower and an in-house fire engine used by Clinton Devon Estates did much 
to reduce the problems.  
 
Since 2000 all wild fires have been recorded. There are no discernable trends either in the number 
of wild fires or in their size. The largest wild fire was 30ha on East Budleigh in 2003, probably 
caused by arson, but the majority of the 64 wild fires (49-76%) were less than 0.1 ha. In just over 
half the wild fires, the cause was unknown, 25% of wild fires were caused accidentally by military 
activity, 16% by arson and 8% accidentally by others. Construction of fire breaks, use of a watch 
tower and an in-house fire engine used by Clinton Devon Estates did much to reduce the problems.  
The frequency of wild fires is affected by weather conditions, with subsequent size mediated by the 
speed of reporting, the reaction by the fire brigade and the condition of the vegetation. Wild fires 
are reported far more quickly than in the past with the advent of mobile phones.  

1.10 Commons status  

 
1.10.1 The Law of Property Act 1925 
Under section 193 of the Law of Property Act 1925, the Lord of the Manor or other person entitled 
to the soil of any land subject to rights of common (e.g. the landowner) could declare that this 
section of the act should apply to the land, effectively giving rights of access to the public for air 
and exercise to the land. In July 1930, Lord Clinton entered into a revocable deed which applied this 
section of the Act to the Commons and which allowed public access to all parts of the Commons for 
some 70 years. However, with the passing of the CRoW Act 2000 (see below) this deed was 
revoked and is no longer effective.  
 
1.10.2 The Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 
Under the Countryside and Rights of Way Act in 2000, any land which is registered common land is 
access land on which any person is entitled to enter and remain for the purpose of open air 
recreation. In other words, there is now a public right of access to common land on foot under 
statute subject to some restrictions on the activities of those exercising their rights of access 
including inter alia restrictions on: 
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¶ Driving or riding vehicles except invalid carriages 

¶ Having any animal other than a dog 

¶ Lighting a fire 

¶ Intentionally or recklessly killing, injuring or disturbing any animal or bird, or damaging or 
destroying eggs or nests 

¶ Feeding any livestock 

¶ Engaging in hunting, shooting, fishing or trapping animals, birds or fish 

¶ Using a metal detector 

¶ Removing or damaging any plant, shrub or tree 

¶ Without reasonable excuse interfering with any fence , barrier or other device designed for 
preventing accidents to people or to enclose livestock 

¶ Neglecting to shut any gate unless it is intended to be left open 

¶ Affixing any bill or placard  

¶ Disturbing, annoying or obstructing any lawful activity by others,  

¶ Any dog must be on a short lead between 1st March and 31st July, or at any time when in 
vicinity of livestock 

 
1.10.3 The Commons Registration Act 1965 
Under this act it was open to anyone to register land as common land and to register rights over 
this land. The registrations were initially provisional, but if unchallenged (or not successfully 
challenged) they became final and became conclusive evidence of the matters registered. The land 
and rights over it would then be included on a public register, kept by the registration authority, 
usually the County Council.  
 
On the Devon Commons Register, the Pebblebed heaths are registered as commons, and 
approximate boundaries shown on Map 2 attached. The map shows the names of each common 
and the registration number (e.g. CL 35) of each on the register. A number of rights of way are 
registered over Aylesbeare, Harpford, Bicton and East Budleigh Commons. The only rights of 
common registered are over Colaton Raleigh (CL169) and Woodbury Common (CL136) by the 
owners of Furze Close, Sanctuary Lane, Woodbury, to cut heather for bedding, to cut unenclosed 
ǘƛƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ нέ ƛƴ ŘƛŀƳŜǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ŦŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƎǊŀȊŜ ǘǿƻ ƘƻǊǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ ŎƻǿǎΣ ƻǊ 
two horses and twelve sheep. 
 
1.10.4 The Commons Act 2006 
Under the Commons Act 2006, there is a prohibition on carrying out any works including the 
construction of fences, buildings or other structures or the digging of trenches, ditches or 
embankments or works for the resurfacing of land consisting of the laying of concrete, 
tarmacadam, coated road stone or similar on the land, without the consent of the appropriate 
National Authority, which for these purposes is the Planning Inspectorate. 
 
To carry out any of these works an application needs to be made and will be determined with 
regard to: 

¶ The interests of persons having rights to, or occupying the land (particularly those exercising 
rights of common) 

¶ The interests of the neighbourhood 

¶ The public interest which shall include: 
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o nature conservation 
o the conservation of the landscape 
o the protection of public rights of access 
o the protection of archaeological remains and historic interest features. 

Consent may also be given retrospectively for any work already completed. 

1.11 Conservation Status 

 
Parts of the Pebblebed heaths were notified as SSSI between 1952 and 1986, as a nationally 
important example of Atlantic-climate lowland heathland with a wide diversity of heathland-
associated communities and important populations of birds and invertebrates.  
 
The East Devon Pebblebed Heaths were designated as a Special Protection Area (SAC) in June 1996 
under the Habitats Directive6. The designation covered 1119.94 ha and the primary reason for 
selection was the north Atlantic wet heaths with cross-leaved heath Erica tetralix, European dry 
heaths and the populations of southern damselfly Coenagrion mercuriale, for all of which the 
Pebblebed Heaths were considered one of the best areas in the UK.  
 
At the same time and over the same area as the SAC, the East Devon Heaths were designated a 
Special Protection Area (SPA) under the Birds Directive7, qualifying under Article 4.1 as the area 
regularly supports 2.4% of the UK population of breeding nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus (as at 
1992), and 8% of the UK population of breeding Dartford warbler Sylvia undata as at 1994.  
Populations of Dartford warbler in 2006 and nightjar in 2004 (the year of the latest national survey 
for each species) are shown on Map3.    
 
The East Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty was designated in 1963 and covers all the 
Pebblebed Heaths. The AONB management Strategy recognises the Pebblebed Heaths as a 
significant landscape feature in East Devon, containing important natural habitats and 
archaeological features. The adopted SǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άThe protection and, where appropriate, 
enhancement of these important elements in landscape character will contribute to the 
conservation of the overall beauty of the area and 
its diversity. The Council will have special regard to the effect of proposed developments on these 
differenǘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎέΦ  
The AONB also has a landscape character assessment which has been adopted by the local 
authorities8 

1.12 Main management aims  

 

                                                        
6
 Council Directive 92/43/EEC on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and of Wild Fauna and Flora. 

 
7 Council Directive 79/409/EEC on the Conservation of Wild Birds. 
8 See http://www.eastdevon.gov.uk/planning-landscape_character_assessment 
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¶ The main biological features for which the Pebblebed heaths are managed are: 
o The wet and dry heathland and mire communities, fen meadows and wet   

woodland 
o The populations of Dartford warblers, nightjars and southern damselflies 

¶ The Pebblebed Heaths are open access under CRoW and an important resource for local 
people and the wider visiting public 

 
1.12.1 Current Condition  
Natural England carried out a condition assessment of the 18 SSSI units of the EDPH during 2002-
2008. The results are shown in Table 2.  
 
The reasons for unfavourable declining condition were a lack of management and encroachment by 
bracken and scrub. Grazing, cutting and burning were all mentioned as suitable management 
methods. The majority of the area was considered to be recovering due to the initiation of cutting 
and burning regimes on dry heaths and limited grazing on areas of mire. 

 

Table 1 Condition assessment of the East Devon Pebblebed Heaths 

Assessment Area (ha)                                   Percentage 

Favourable 
Unfavourableςrecovering 
Unfavourable-declining 
Total 
 

0.32                                           0.03 
1065.62                                         93.89 

69.05                                           6.08 
1134.999 

 
1.12.2 Conservation objectives 
The draft conservation objectives for the Pebblebed Heaths which apply to the SAC, SPA and SSSI 
designations have been set out by NE as: 

¶ To maintain the extent of the European dry heath and Atlantic wet heath. 

¶ To maintain the populations of nightjars, Dartford warblers and southern damselfly. 

¶ To maintain the dwarf shrub heaths in favourable condition and the current extent of H4 
and H8 dry heath.10 

¶ To maintain lowland fen and mire in favourable condition and the current extent of MI and 
M3 bog pools, M6, M14, M21 and M25 mire and valley mires, M22 and M24 fen meadows, 
M29 soakways, and W1, W4 and W7 wet woodland communities. 

¶ To maintain the lowland wet heath M16 communities in favourable condition and at their 
current extent. 

¶ To maintain the acid grassland communities in favourable condition and the extent of the 
U4 acid grassland and U20 bracken communities with no loss without prior consent. 

                                                        
9 There is a slight discrepancy between the SSSI area given in the designation 111.9 ha and the sum of the areas given in 
the NE Condition Assessment 1134.99 ha 
10 ¢ƘŜ ƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ΨHΩΣ ΨMΩΣ ΨWΩ ŀƴŘ ΨUΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŘŜƴƻǘŜ Heath, Mire, Woodland and U-grassland communities in the 
National Vegetation Classification (NVC) series of plant communities. The NVC is a way of classifying vegetation 
communities from the individual plant species most frequently found growing together, and is now the most widely 
used method of defining plant communities in the UK 
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¶ To maintain the relevant habitats for the designated species on the site in favourable 
condition. 

 
There are also provisions under HLS to maintain safe and easy access for walkers as well as horse 
riders and cyclists (on permissive routes) on the Pebblebed Heaths with suitable maps and way 
marks as appropriate.  

Section 2 SWOT analysis and options appraisal 
 
The main mechanisms for managing lowland heath are turf cutting, surface scraping, mowing, 
burning, herbicide spraying/bruising/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, talks, guided 
walks), and provision and maintenance of routes (e.g. paths, bridleways, boardwalks, bridges). 
Estate and forest management includes felling, planting and maintenance of plantations (See Map 
4 for plantations within and around the Commons) and other woodland, maintenance and repair of 
scheduled monuments and other features, provision and maintenance of fire breaks, removal of fly 
tipped material, dumped cars and litter and maintenance of structures such as gates and stiles. 
 
Most of these activities already take place on the heaths with the site managers and their staff and 
contractors carrying out annual programmes across the heaths, some of which is repeat work on 
rotation in areas previously managed in the past. Much of this management is maintenance work, 
with substantial annual programmes, leaving limited resources for major new initiatives. 
  
Many of these activities involve choosing priorities and making choices about the levels of activity 
necessary to achieve objectives. Broad objectives for wildlife conservation are clear, to achieve and 
maintain favourable condition for the features for which the site has been designated. However, 
objectives for visitors are often less clear as they involve judgements about the level of services to 
provide within the resources available. 
  
This section includes a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis of various 
options and an appraisal of the options for continuing with existing management levels, or 
increasing or reducing these. The detailed descriptions and qualifications follow in later sections 
and are summarised at the start of each of these with further detail in the Appendices. One 
possibility would be to do nothing, but this is not considered to be a realistic option The Heaths are 
designated as an SPA, SAC and SSSI under national and European legislation. Under the CRoW Act 
such sites must be managed to restore and maintain favourable condition. Without appropriate 
management, the wildlife interest on the Pebblebed Heaths will deteriorate which, apart from 
being contrary to the objectives of the PHCT and RSPB as site managers, could trigger greater 
involvement by Natural England to safeguard the future of the European site. For the conservation 
bodies, as managers of the heaths, to do nothing is therefore not an option. 
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2.1 SWOT analysis 

 
2.1.1 Tree and scrub clearance   

Positive Negative  

Strengths Weaknesses  

     

Maintains open heath communities Woodland can be of conservation value on heathland, e.g.   

  along stream sides  

Removes shading from heather and gorse communities    

Improves protective management of archaeological features  
Scattered trees/scrub provide shade, foraging and nesting 
sites for heathland birds, mammals and invertebrates  

Maintains open views   

   Some visitors prefer woodland  

Some visitors feel safer in open landscapes   

  Trees are be a feature in the landscape and may not be   

Woodland edge habitat can be retained around edge  removed or left for landscape reasons  

of heaths and along stream sides (though open, unshaded 
streams are important for dragonflies) Woodland edge with scrub is a valuable habitat  

     

Tree clearance usually leaves individuals and clumps  Use of machinery uses fossil fuels  

on heaths for conservation reasons    

  Pollution from burning brash and tractors, noise pollution   

  from chain saws or extraction machinery  

Opportunities Threats  

Use of wood chips or wood products for fuel and timber Extraction machinery can cause soil compaction and erosion  

for which some local markets already exist    

  Extraction machinery use can damage archaeology   

Woodland edge with scrub is a valuable habitat  and can be     

used as a boundary screen and to hide any boundary fences    
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2.1.2 Bracken Control   

Positive Negative  

Strengths Weaknesses  

Mowing/bruising can achieve control on level or gently 
sloping ground. It is cheap and effective if repeated 

Use of machinery involves fossil fuels and is not sustainable in  

the long term. Spraying unpopular with some members of the 
public  

   

Bruising is cheaper and more environmentally friendly than 
mowing involving one pass rather than three per annum   Machinery can be noisy and intrusive  

   

On broken or steep ground where machinery cannot be Aerial spraying can be expensive and needs large areas to  

operated aerial or hand spraying can be effective and   be economic  

 the former can cover large areas very quickly   

  None of these methods of bracken control will eliminate   

 Improves protective management of archaeological features and all need follow up, either by continued cutting or by  

 follow-up spraying to be effective in suppressing bracken  

   

 Follow up work to break up the litter and spreading heather  

  litter may be necessary to encourage the return of heathland  

  
Mowing/bruising can be incompatible with the maintenance 
of heather stands  

Opportunities Threats  

Removal of bracken can expose historic features The public must be excluded during spraying operations and  

  spray drift can occur during aerial spraying  
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2.1.3 Surface scraping 

           

    Positive           Negative       

   Strengths       Weaknesses    
Removes about a third of accumulated nutrients in single 
operation Use of machinery involves fossil fuels    

               

Removes unwanted grassland vegetation e.g. Molinia and Machinery can be noisy and intrusive    

And litter layer under e.g. bracken        

      Operations can be expensive     

Creates bare ground habitat for heathland restoration and        

regeneration and diversifies age structure of heath   Stripped areas can look unsightly in the short term 

              

Creates temporary bare ground habitat for  annual plants  Scraping not possible on steep slopes or broken ground    

bryophytes, lichens, invertebrates and ground nesting birds        

      Can encourage soil erosion on slopes 

Stripped vegetation can be left as habitat piles or banks        

              

   Opportunities      Threats     

Scraped material can be used on site habitat piles or  Machinery can cause soil compaction and erosion   

Banks or can be spread elsewhere for heathland         

restoration (e.g. quarries)    
Machinery use can damage/remove archaeological 
features     

              

Can be used to provide new paths and firebreaks   Stripping can damage surface features 

               

   Can encourage visitors onto previously undisturbed heath 
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2.1.4 Turf stripping 

           

    Positive           Negative       

   Strengths       Weaknesses    

Removes up to 100% of nutrients in single operation Use of machinery involves fossil fuels    

               

Removes unwanted grassland vegetation e.g. Molinia and Machinery can be noisy and intrusive    

is effective at controlling bracken if spot sprayed later        

      Operations can be expensive     

Creates bare ground habitat for heathland restoration and        

regeneration and diversifies age structure of heath   Operation can generate large amounts of material for disposal 

              

Creates temporary bare ground habitat for  annual plants  
Stripped areas can look unsightly/encourage 
soil erosion on slopes    

bryophytes, lichens, invertebrates and ground nesting birds        

      Stripping is not possible or desirable on wet heath or mire  

Can be landscape feature if sensitively sited and designed        

            Stripping not possible on steep slopes or broken ground 

   Opportunities      Threats     

Stripped material can be used on site for screening banks  Machinery can cause soil compaction and erosion   

noise barriers and landscape works and repair including        

heathland restoration (e.g. quarries)    
Machinery use can damage/remove  
archaeological features     

              

Can provide opportunities for archaeology   Stripping can damage archaeological sites and artefacts 

               

Can be used to provide new paths and firebreaks   Can encourage visitors onto previously undisturbed heath 
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2.1.5 Controlled burning 

   

Positive Negative  

Strengths Weaknesses  

  Nutrients from ash can promote spread of bracken and Molinia  
Can create short pioneer heather area from stock and seed and 
establish uneven aged mosaics Burnt areas can provide ideal conditions for birch regeneration  

    

Can remove over 30% of accumulated nutrients Poor burns destroy peat soils, cannot burn on steep slopes  

    

More effective at removing  nutrients than mowing Difficult operation requiring skilled personnel and the right weather  

    

Effective way of removing areas of dead heather killed by Smoke and ash can be annoyance to public, fires release carbon  

frost, drought or heather beetle    

 Effects short lived without follow-up management  
Careful burning into the edge of wet heath can encourage ants    

and other invertebrate species of damp open ground Fires need to be kept away from power lines, roads and housing  

    

Improves protective management of archaeological features Burning in wet heath and mire can damage invertebrate populations  

    

Does not involve machinery and fossil fuels Must be carried out within statutory time frame  

     

Opportunities Threats  

Can be used to control scrub as well, including gorse  Fires can get out of control and burn larger areas  

   

Can be used to create new firebreaks  Smoke and ash can be safety risk to traffic  

   

Can clear ground without damage to archaeology    

    

Burnt areas attract stock to graze regenerating grasses    

and so encourage dwarf shrubs at expense of grasses    
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2.1.6 Mowing 

   

Positive Negative  

Strengths Weaknesses  

     

Can create short pioneer heather area from stock and seed and Use of machinery involves fossil fuels and can be noisy and  

establish uneven aged mosaics intrusive  

     

Can reduce accumulated nutrients by up to 30% Only effective in lowering nutrient levels if mowings removed  

     

Is relatively easy, cheap and independent of weather Effects short lived without further management  

     

Is generally uncontroversial and people friendly    

     

 Improves protective management of archaeological features    

     

     

     

     

Opportunities Threats  

     

Mown material can be used to establish heathland elsewhere Machinery can cause soil compaction and erosion  

     

Mown areas can act as temporary firebreaks and can be  Machinery use can damage archaeology   

installed at right angles to normal wind direction 

 
Mowing needs to be carried out with prior consultation and in dry conditions 
where there are archaeological features 
   

   New mown strips in heathland can encourage people and dogs  

Mowing can be used to establish firebreaks around areas  Into previously undisturbed areas  

for burning later in the winter    

     

Mown areas or strips can be used to manage public access     
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2.1.7 Grazing   

Positive Negative  

Strengths Weaknesses  

Sustainable, low input traditional management creating small scale  Right stocking levels can be difficult to achieve; under-stocking  

vegetation mosaics of species and structures will fail to achieve management objectives and over-stocking can   

 damage soils and vegetation  

Can selectively discourage grasses and favour sub-shrubs     

  Some visitors are nervous around grazing stock which can be   

Stock trampling creates microhabitats and niches for plants/inverts inquisitive and intimidating without being dangerous  

     

Can remove nutrient increments from heathland Ridden horses can be upset by free ranging ponies  

     

Can help in control of scrub encroachment/protect archaeology Ponies can be a serious nuisance if fed by the public  

     

Once established, can be popular with visitors Sheep can be adversely affected by dogs  

     

Links with local farming community, grazing  the heaths since 1991 Dog owners can be concerned in the presence of stock  

    

 Some bracken control through trampling Bulls or cows with young calves can be aggressive  

    

Grazing works well as follow-on management to mowing and  Stock need regular management to avoid welfare problems,  

burning programmes especially young stock which can be prone to disease/accidents  

   

 Dung from grazing animals supports invertebrate communities  Cattle and ponies can poach ground around entrances  

   
 Cattle and ponies will eat Molinia in wet heaths and mires  Sheep will not control dense Molinia unless it is mown first  

Opportunities Threats  

Presence of grazing animals can be helpful in interpretation  
Some archaeological sites will need fencing or low stocking levels 
to avoid damage  

and educational initiatives    

  Large animals can damage cars unless excluded from car parks  

Heathland grazing can help conserve  traditional breeds    

  New animal paths in heathland can encourage people and dogs  

Possibilities for local organic free-range meat products into previously undisturbed areas  
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2.1.8 Herbicide use 
Positive 

Strengths 

  

Negative  

 Weaknesses  

Quick and cost effective Disliked by some members of the public  

     

Can be used on ground which is unsuitable for machinery Tractor mounted uses fossil fuels  

     

Can be used over large areas where aerial spraying is acceptable Single spraying operations seldom successful  

     

Can be closely targeted using weed wiping techniques Aerial spraying needs follow up by hand  

     

Can be used on archaeological sites Limited by weather conditions, rain and wind, spray drift  

     

  Requires trained and qualified staff/contractors  

     

  Can leave unsightly areas of dead vegetation  

     

     

Opportunities Threats  

Possible withdrawal of Asulam means opportunities to control  Can affect non-target species and watercourses  

bracken by this chemical need to be taken in next two years    

  If tractor mounted, can cause soil compaction and erosion  

     

  
If tractor mounted, machinery can damage archaeology and hand 
spraying may be necessary following consultation  
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2.1.9  Stock management by shepherding   

Positive Negative  

Strengths Weaknesses  

     

Shepherding allows fine control of grazing areas and intensity Shepherding has a proven track record only for sheep  
 allowing targeting of specific vegetation and the possibility of 
protective management of archaeological features    
 
Shepherding can allow sheep grazing in the presence of dogs Shepherd must maintain guard dogs to prevent dog worrying and   

  this can lead to dog/dog aggressive encounters  

Shepherding avoids the need for fencing sheep on large sites    

  To obtain nutrient reduction, sheep need to be removed at night  

  so off-site buildings or land are necessary  

     

  Shepherding is expensive with permanent and relief staff needed  

     

  Dog training courses may need to be offered  

     

  It could be difficult and expensive to find experienced staff and trained   

   animals  

Opportunities Threats  

     

Shepherd can be excellent medium for contact with public   Potentially more disturbing to breeding birds if not carried out sensitively  

offering opportunities for education and interpretation    
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2.1.10  Stock Management by fencing   

Positive Negative  

Strengths Weaknesses  

Stock fencing can prevent children and pets from running onto roads Fencing can be seen as intrusive and a barrier to access  

     

Fencing can prevent horses bolting onto roads Temporary fencing within sites can be easily damaged   

  
accidentally or deliberately by the public or military, especially at 
night  

Perimeter fencing allows grazing animals to act naturally and 
to use the whole site for feeding, moving around and resting Fences, cattle grids and gates are expensive to install  
   
With careful layout, fencing can often be unobtrusive and perimeter  
fencing minimises landscape effects Temporary/electric  fencing can be damaged, vandalised or stolen  

   

Once installed, permanent fencing is low cost for many years Badly designed fencing can trap deer and restrict badgers  

   

Cattle grids can facilitate more extensive grazing between sites    

and reduce the need for fencing Structures on commons require S of S approval  

   

  Perimeter cattle grids can allow stock onto roads and  

  result in road accidents. Fencing needs regular checking  

Opportunities Threats  

     

 Opportunities for extensive grazing  Small enclosures can trap animals worried by dogs   

 or in the event of a large heathland fire  

 Opportunities to liaise with neighbours and address any    

common problems involving boundaries and access  Fencing can damage historic boundary features  

    

 Fencing should follow historic boundaries where possible    
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2.1.11 Cattle grids   

Positive Negative  

Strengths Weaknesses  

     
Use of cattle grids on roads allow considerable reductions in fencing on some 
sites Obtaining consent for cattle grids may be a long and difficult  

Cattle grids facilitate extensive grazing systems and allow more natural 
procedure, with a need for traffic censuses and health and safety 
audits as part of the process  

behaviour by grazing animals on extended sites   

 Cattle grids can be very expensive  
Cattle grids can facilitate grazing on areas which are too small for economic 
fencing and grazing on their own    

Modern grids can be easy to install, quiet and maintenance free  
There is a need to provide a by-pass to each grid for horses and 
horse drawn vehicles  

   

 
Horse riders can be concerned about runaway hoses where grids 
are present  

    

 Some cyclists and runners do not like cattle grids  
    

 
Vegetation must be cleared away from roadsides where grazing 
animals are free to cross  

   

     

    

    

Opportunities Threats  

     

Installation of cattle grids can initiate general traffic calming measures Local residents can perceive grids as noisy  

     

Clearance of roadside vegetation can open up landscapes and views and    

help prevent wildlife mortalities as well as accidents with grazing animals    
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2.1.12  Combination Managements   

Positive Negative  

Strengths Weaknesses  
A mixture of different managements creates the maximum habitat  A wide range of management techniques requires highly trained   
diversity to encourage the most biodiverse species communities staff with a complementary range of management skills  
     
Different managements may be needed to achieve objectives. Burning  Using different techniques can place reliance on third parties  
or mowing reduce nutrients in one operation, and grazing can maintain for delivery, commercial graziers for example, whose objective  
the lower nutrient levels achieved by these one-off managements  may be different from those of the site manager  
     
Different habitat management techniques can be complimentary or  It is difficult to explain the complexities of a multi-management  
cumulative, e.g. mowing and grazing or burning and surface scraping approach to the general public  
     
Habitat management can facilitate management for people, e.g.    
burning and mowing can improve access    
     
There can also be links between habitat management and estate    
management, burned or mown strips can extend or reinforce firebreaks    
     
In areas where one technique is not possible then another can be used 
 

Bracken control can be followed by cattle trampling  to help suppress the bracken    

Opportunities Threats  
Using a range of management methods can open up opportunities for     
experimentation and trials of different combinations to solve problems    
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2.1.13  Effects of public visiting  

Positive Negative 

Strengths Weaknesses 
Public access to the heaths and surrounding woodlands increases  Access by the public and their dogs disturbs wildlife 
recognition and understanding of management  
 Access enables a small minority to start fires, dump rubbish and 
Visitors presence on the heaths deters damage and vandalism and helps and vandalise fences and gates etc. 
to report incidents promptly, particularly wild fires and problems with stock   
 Access can result in soil erosion and compaction with particular 
Trampling by visitors and horses can keep paths open and maintain areas of  problems on slopes and in wet areas 
of bare ground for invertebrates  
 Dog access results in local soil enrichment from dog waste 
Ultimately the survival and effective management of sites such as the   
Pebblebed Heaths relies on public support which is strongly reinforced by  Requirements of different users may conflict 
the rights of access   
   
   
  

Opportunities 

  

Threats 
Public interest from regular visitors can facilitate recruiting volunteers for Visitors may oppose see change as undesirable and opposition 
recording wildlife, work parties etc. can delay necessary management such as tree and scrub clearance on the heaths 
   
 Public access offers opportunities for education and information provision Risk that some members of public see importance of access land as  
  over-riding nature conservation value 
 Public access offers opportunities to supplement income for conservation    
Work and improvement of visitor facilities    
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2.2 Options appraisal 

Options Pros Cons 
Tree and scrub clearance   

Carry out landscape assessment of options Will inform options on extent of clearance on 
heaths and management of adjoining woodlands 
and plantations. 
Would help to justify and explain chosen options 
to the public  

Could delay formulation of future work 
programmes 
Could produce conflicting objectives between 
conservation work and landscapes 

Maintain existing balance of trees/heath No increase in existing resources  
In accordance with existing work programmes 
No additional assessments needed 
Existing levels accepted by public 

May not recognise and address long term trends 
in encroachment rates 
May not fully exploit opportunities for heathland 
restoration 

Continue to work towards HLS/NE targets for 
percentage cover of trees/scrub on the heathland 

Attracts funding 
Improvement in NE condition assessment 

Targets may be revised in future if, in hindsight 
they prove to be to little or too much 

Increase tree cover on heaths for 
landscape/amenity 

Could balance public perceptions of tree 
clearance elsewhere 
Could have wildlife conservation benefits, e.g. 
invertebrates and nightjar foraging 
Could be part of overall landscape plan 

Would require careful assessment of 
conservation, landscape and amenity effects 
Could increase regeneration rates of trees 
elsewhere on site through seed dispersal 

Extend heath/acid grassland by clearing some 
plantations 

Would restore areas of former heathland  and 
increase heathland resource 
Could improve wildlife links between adjoining 
heaths 
Some plantations could be converted to sacrifice 
areas for public close to car parks (e.g. 
disturbance, dog mess) 
Could be part of overall landscape plan 

Could reduce area of commercially valuable 
forestry 
Might require environmental impact assessment 
under regulations 
Might require some initial reseeding 
Could result in increased management to prevent 
reversion to woodland or gorse  

Convert some plantations to broad leaved Would be benefits to wildlife depending on 
species planted 
Could benefit visitor experience 
Could be part of overall landscape plan 
Would improve nightjar foraging habitat 

Could affect medium to long term forest plans 
and income/cost projections 
Limited choice of broadleaves on acid soils 
 

Gorse management   

Maintain existing proportion of area covered by 
gorse 

No increase in existing resources 
In accordance with existing work programmes 
No additional assessments needed 

May not provide optimum conditions for Dartford 
warbler 
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Existing levels accepted by public 

Increase gorse stands for Dartford warbler Could allow increase in Dartford warbler 
distribution and breeding population 

Could be labour intensive  
Dartford warblers already well distributed over 
most of heathlands so might not be priority 

Increase gorse coppicing programme Coppiced gorse at various stages provides 
foraging, nesting and winter cover for Dartford 
warblers and stonechats 
Improved winter survival could be more 
important than wider distribution 

Requires generally small, scattered areas so 
increases machinery travel across heaths 
Could open up areas to people and dogs 
Material should be removed to avoid increasing 
nutrients 

Break up large gorse thickets and remove 
roadside gorse 

Large thickets not optimum for Dartford warblers 
Removal of roadside gorse will reduce use by 
Dartford warblers and reduce road kills of birds 
Roadside gorse could hide  any fences that might 
be proposed 

Large thickets in strategic positions may deter 
people and dogs from sensitive areas 
Roadside gorse will hide roadside grazing animals 
from motorists and vice versa if extensive grazing 
with cattle grids was proposed 

Bracken management   

Maintain existing proportion of area covered by of 
bracken 

No increase in existing resources 
In accordance with existing work programmes 
No additional assessments needed 
Existing control levels accepted by public 

Little evidence on long term trends, could result in 
slow increase in bracken cover 

Increase programme of bracken control Possible withdrawal of Asulam could mean an 
enhanced programme of control for three years 
would be a once only opportunity of control by 
spraying 
Reduction in bracken could reduce tick numbers  
and likelihood of tick infestation of domestic stock 
and pets, and Lyme disease in humans 

Major spraying programme could mean aerial 
spraying unpopular with public 
Little advantage if not followed up in later years 
Bracken cutting or bruising seen as more 
environmentally acceptable by public 
Major spraying programme could raise concerns 
by public 

Chemical control of purple moor grass   

Start control programme  Untested technique on lowland heaths 
Could have damaging side effects on other plant 
and animal species 
Needs experimental testing before being 
considered 

Conservation mowing   

Maintain existing programmes Maintains existing proportion of pioneer heather 
within dwarf shrub mosaic 
No increase in existing resources 
In accordance with existing work programmes 
Can guide or improve access and fire breaks 
Single mowing reduces some accumulated 

Existing heather rotation probably needs 
expansion 
Cannot be used on broken, rough or wet ground 
or among tree stumps 
Trends in percentage areas of pioneer, building, 
mature and degenerate heather unclear as guide 
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nutrients if mowings removed from site.  
Mowing widely accepted as a normal habitat 
management technique by public 

to adequacy of existing programme 
Can open up sensitive areas for people and dogs 
and create new path systems 

Extend mowing regimes Increases mosaic distribution and size 
Greater benefits to associated plant and animal 
communities 
Greater opportunities for temporary extension of 
firebreaks 

Too frequent mowing can encourage grasses 
Greater resource commitment 

Reduce mowing regimes Lower commitment of resources 
Reduces machinery use on heaths 

Reduces mosaics and habitat niches for wildlife  
Accumulation of older heather communities 
stores problems for the future 

Surface scraping   

Maintain existing programmes Removes nutrients and creates bare ground 
habitat for invertebrates 
Surface only, leaves lower archaeological record 
intact 
Can remove substantial parts of  bracken rhizome 
systems  

Existing provision of bare ground probably not 
enough 
Can open up areas for people and dogs in 
sensitive areas 
Can be seen as unsightly in the short term 
Cannot be used on broken, rough or wet ground 
or among tree stumps 
May need survey for archaeological surface 
features which could be damaged 
Creates spoil for spreading or disposal 

Extend existing programmes Increases bare ground provision Increases spoil disposal  

Reduce existing programmes Reduces spoil disposal Reduces bare ground provision 

Turf stripping   

 Removes most accumulated nutrients 
Creates bare ground habitat for annual plants, 
lower plants and invertebrates 

Can damage archaeological features on and under 
ground surface 
Can leave unsightly areas in medium term 
Cannot be used on broken, rough or wet ground 
or among tree stumps 
Can create large quantities of material for 
disposal 
Any future turf stripping would need 
archaeological survey 

Controlled burning   

Maintain existing programmes Maintains existing proportion of pioneer heather 
within dwarf shrub mosaic 
No increase in existing resources 
In accordance with existing work programmes 

Existing heather rotation from burning (and 
mowing) probably needs expansion 
Can concern members of public for health and 
safety reason 
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Accepted as part of management regime by public Leaves unsightly area short term 
Controlled burning might encourage arsonists 
Needs right weather conditions with wide 
variation in areas burned each year 
Careful planning of rotation can be upset by wild 
fires 

Extend existing programme Improve rotational areas and mosaics for 
associated wildlife 

Labour resource intensive  
 

Reduce existing programmes Reduces demands on labour Reduces benefits for wildlife  
Accumulation of older heather communities 
stores fire problems for the future 

Grazing   

Maintain existing programmes Small enclosures allow targeting of specific areas 
and control of stocking densities 
Experience shows that adequate stocking 
densities control purple moor grass and 
encroaching scrub and encourage plants and 
invertebrates 
Can be managed with existing resources 

Enclosures will need to comply with size criteria  
in Commons Act, or if larger need S of S approval 
Grazing in enclosures minimises nutrient removal 
Only some wetter areas currently grazed 
Increased risk to stock in enclosures from dog 
worrying and fires 
Fences around enclosures get broken regularly by 
Royal Marines on nightime exercises  
 

Extend grazing to rest of heaths Extensive grazing benefits heathland plant and 
animal communities 
Extensive grazing  allows animals to behave more 
naturally in environment 
Animals would have more opportunities to escape 
dogs and fires 
 

Animals choose their own grazing areas so grazing 
not targeted 
Finding and checking  animals can be labour 
intensive although this can be helped by tracking 
technology 
Public can be nervous in the presence of free 
ranging stock 
Would need dedicated areas for sick or injured 
stock and back up procedures to ensure animal 
welfare 

Introduce shepherding for extensive grazing  Shepherded animals can be targeted at areas 
which will benefit most from grazing 
Shepherd can be good advocate for grazing 
Public generally enjoy seeing grazing on heaths 

Shepherding ponies is not possible and only 
experimental shepherding of cattle has been 
tried. Shepherding therefore confined to sheep 
Despite shepherd and guard dogs animals can be 
chased onto roads 
There can be inter-actions between guard dogs 
and other dogs 

Perimeter fencing for extensive grazing Animals contained and kept off roads Large capital cost initially 
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With or without cattle grids Fences also assist in keeping children, dogs and 
stray horses off roads 
Access retained by gates at all existing access 
points 
Fence can be concealed where there is perimeter 
scrub 
Cattle grids can reduce need for fencing, and 
allow joining up of commons for more extensive 
grazing 

Fence can be visible on boundaries where scrub is 
absent 
Temporary electric fences is vulnerable to damage 
and theft 
Fences require approval from Secretary  of State 
Cattle grids unpopular with some road users 
Cattle grids need approvals and are costly, and 
with animals on roads, require speed limits and 
traffic calming measures 

Sheep grazing Sheep maintain short swards with benefits for 
some plants and animals 
Sheep are relatively easy to handle 
Sheep generally are very safe with people 

Sheep grazing on tall, tussocky, uncut  vegetation 
is not effective 
Free range sheep are very vulnerable to attack by 
dogs 
Back-up land for lambing and wintering is 
required 
Sheep do not tend to move into fringing 
woodland at night so nutrient reductions are 
small 
Sheep trampling has limited benefits for plants 

Pony grazing Ponies will graze tall coarse vegetation 
Ponies will move into wet areas to graze 
Ponies have a large throughput of vegetation and 
are very effective grazers 
Trampling by ponies can benefit plant and animal 
communities 
Ponies can be out wintered on heathlands 

Ponies can be a real nuisance around entrances 
and car parks if fed by the public 
Ponies,  particularly stallions, can cause problems 
for horse riders,  
In hard weather ponies may need feeding for 
which back-up land is required 

Cattle grazing Cattle will graze tall coarse vegetation 
Cattle will move into wet areas to graze 
Trampling by cattle can benefit plant and animal 
communities 
Some traditional breeds are very docile and 
ignore public and dogs 
Will not be fed by public 

Young stock can be boisterous and can alarm 
visitors 
Bulls can cause concern to visitors 
Can be out-wintered but need feeding and this 
requires back-up land. Land also needed for 
calving and bulling 
All stock need regular checking 

Combination management   

 Grazing by cattle or ponies following burning or 
mowing can encourage dwarf 
shrubs 
Burning can clear the ground prior to surface 
scraping or turf stripping and assist archaeological 

Grazing by sheep after burning or mowing can 
encourage grasses 
Needs careful explanation to public 
Increases staff training needs and requirement for 
external inputs 
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examination 
Mowing provides a shorter sward for grazing by 
sheep 
Surface scraping can reduce bracken growth prior 
to spraying 
Bracken mowing or bruising can open up swards 
for grazing 
In practice different managements inevitable if 
site is to be fully managed 

Management for visitors   

Maintain existing facilities No increase in resources needed 
Limits visitor impacts 

Current knowledge on visitor requirements and 
views limited 
Some existing facilities modest and in need of 
improvement 
Existing facilities do not sufficiently explain the 
substantial input by the land managers 

Improve and extend existing facilities A visitor survey could provide basic information 
on visiting patterns and perceived needs and 
views 
Better education and information to visitors 
ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǘƘƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƻΩǎ and 
ŘƻƴΩǘǎ ƻŦ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ 
Increases enjoyment of visitors  
Improvements to car parks, paths and bridleways 
reduces risk of accidents 
Raises profile of site and site owners and 
managers 
Improving facilities allows better management of 
visitors in relation to sensitive habitats and 
species 
Could reduce conflicts between different visitor 
groups 

To determine priorities will require research on 
visitor views and needs 
Requires increased resources 
Possible introduction of car park charges to help 
pay for improvements 

Reduce visitor facilities Reduces inputs of resources 
May reduce impacts on wildlife in some areas 

Lowers profile of site owners and managers 
Increases risk of accidents 
Lowered visitor facilities could lead to site 
deterioration through an increase in undesirable 
activities 
Loss of public understanding and support  for 
management 
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Section 3 Consultation Options and outcome 

3.1 Options 

It is recommended that the next stage should be to widen the consultation to include all local and 
national interests including local and national organisations with an interest in countryside, 
amenity and conservation on the Pebblebed Heaths and individuals who visit, live close to, or care 
about the future of this important area.  

 
A range of consultation methods might be used including presentations, drop-in days, open days on 
site, production of leaflets and background papers, Q & A sheets and a questionnaire. Contacts 
could be made with stakeholders via letter drops, websites, articles in local newsletters, press 
releases and posters advertising any local events such as drop-in days or presentations. 
 
The consultation process should be thorough and attempt to reach all those who are likely to have 
views or concerns about the management of the Pebblebed Heaths. The consultation should offer 
comprehensive background information for those who want this (based perhaps on this report), 
but less detailed alternatives in the form of a background paper and leaflet. 

 
During this consultation stage no preferences should be indicated and the consultations need to:   

1. Be independent, impartial  and objective 
2. Be open and transparent 
3. Treat all parties and their views equally and fairly 
4. Be thorough and cover all issues and options 
5. Make it clear that no pre-determined outcomes have been decided upon  

 

3.2 Outcomes 

Following this consultation, the options should be reviewed in the light of the views and ideas 
presented and decisions made on the best way forward to achieve the management objectives 
with the widest possible consensus. At this point a further consultation may be necessary 
depending on the outcomes. 
 

Section 4 A Common Purpose 
 
A common purpose, A guide to agreeing management on common land [7], was an attempt to 
produce guidelines after a number of acrimonious disputes during the 1990s between local bodies 
ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎΦ Lǘ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜǎ ŦƛǾŜ ΨƎƻƭŘŜƴ ǊǳƭŜǎΩΥ 

1. Common land is valued by many people for different reasons. What people value may differ 
but they are united by the strength of their concern 

2. Progress is least likely when one interest in a common attempts to sideline the others, or 
forces change upon them 

3. Regular communication amongst stakeholders is critical in building and maintaining trust 
and confidence between parties, and should start from a very early stage in the process 
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4. Lasting progress is most likely when: 
a. tŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƛƳǎ 
b. People recognise that all perspectives are valid and that everyone will have things in 

common 
c. They keep an open mind about what form any change should take, until they have 

properly explored the various options and the impacts on others 
d. Any change brings benefits to the neighbourhood and wider interests 

5. Complete unanimity may not be possible but a broad consensus should be the aim 
 
The report then goes on to discuss ways in which these rules can be implemented as a guide, but 
without requiring strict adherence to any particular mechanisms. Since the report was published 
the Commons Act 2006 has been passed which changes some of the criteria for judging 
management proposals on commons (enclosures are now permitted up to a certain size without S 
of S consent for example) and introduces some new concepts such as Commons Councils. 
 
It is hoped that this report will be the first step in a wider consultation process that meets the 
ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ψ! ŎƻƳƳƻƴ tǳǊǇƻǎŜΩΣ ōȅ ƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƛƴ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅ ŀǎ 
possible. 
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Map 1 Pebblebed Heat hs SSSI 
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Map 2 Pebbblebed commons boundary 


