 Fresh woods and pastures new

English Nature is starting an exciting project to see how free-ranging cattle and other large herbivores could be used to create and maintain wildlife-rich mixed landscapes of woodland, scrub and open grassland or heath.    
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1.  Open Park

4.  Break-up 3.  Grove

2.  Scrub

 Figure 1.  Vera's four stage cycle

4.  Break-up phase: a relatively short

period during which the canopy

opens out as trees die or fall, and the

character of the stand shifts from

grazed woodland to grassland/heath

etc with trees.

3.  Grove phase: Vera uses

Grove for the tree dominated

element of his model; groves

can be several hundred

hectares in extent.  The closed

canopy leads to the shading

out of the understorey of

shrubs, which in turn allows

re-entry of the large

herbivores.

2.  Scrub phase: spread of thorny shrubs

excludes the large herbivores.  Young

trees growing up with the shrubs

eventually overtop them and close

canopy.

1.  The open or Park phase: a

largely open landscape, but

with a thin scatter of trees left

from the previous grove.  The

vegetation is predominantly

grassland or heathland

species.


Background
Wood-pastures and parkland such as the New Forest or Windsor Great Park, have long been recognised as important for nature conservation because of their veteran trees, rich fungal and insect communities.  There distinctive mixture of habitats is a consequence of centuries of management - the trees were generally pollarded and the ground between them was grazed by mixtures of stock, such as cattle or ponies, or by various species of deer. As part of the wood-pasture and parkland Habitat Action Plan English Nature is encouraging the restoration of grazing in sites where it formerly occurred - for example at Epping Forest (Essex), Savernake Forest (Wiltshire) and Sherwood Forest (Nottinghamshire). However is this just maintaining an artificial system, albeit for sound nature conservation and historical reasons?

Recently Frans Vera, a Dutch ecologist, has challenged ideas of what the natural forest was like: he proposes that the wildwood that once covered much of western Europe including Britain, may actually have been rather open, not unlike wood-pastures in fact.  There is little doubt that the role of large animals such the (now extinct) wild ox in shaping forests has been under-estimated, but whether much of Britain would really have been open parkland is debateable.  

Irrespective, however, of what the former landscape was like the work of Vera and his colleagues has shown that rich mixed landscapes can be created and maintained now on a big scale by using free-ranging cattle and other large herbivores.  The 5000 ha reserve at Oostvardersplassen is a show-case example of this.

Could such an approach be appropriate for British conditions?  That is what we want to find out.
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Project Aims

The project we have established has two aims.  

The first is to look back into the past: to explore the evidence for and against much of Britain having a relatively open forest cover some 7,000 - 10,000 yrs ago.  This will be done primarily through an analysis, by Professor Paul Buckland of Sheffield University, of the remains of fossil insects. By comparing for example the proportions of dung beetle remains to those of species that need dead wood we may be able judge what the surrounding landscape was like.

The second part of the project is more concerned with the future use of large grazing animals as part of conservation management of existing wood-pastures but also of new mixed landscapes.  This will be led by Dr James Bullock from the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology.  They will be looking at questions such as what types of animals are best, at what densities and such like, building on the work of the Grazing Animals Project.

An important difference between this and many other conservation grazing studies is that we are not just looking at how to keep open grass or heath open: we expect under the sorts of grazing regimes considered (and this is a key part of Frans Vera's hypothesis) open areas will go to scrub and trees, but sufficient tree-ed areas will open up to keep a dynamic mosaic present (see Figure 1 above).

But is it practical?

The conservation agencies have been exploring the idea of less intensive forms of forestry - 'new wildwoods' - as part of the response to changing social and economic conditions (CAP reform, depressed timber markets, increased interest in environmental benefits of woodland).  New thinking on conservation objectives and approaches may also become necessary because of climate change.  There are landowners, both private and state, who are seriously interested in looking at free-ranging grazing systems as an option in the management of large sites, and there are potential sources of funds.  Hence English Nature wants to ensure that the scientific and practical issues are properly explored.

What happens next?

Our contractors are just starting their work.  In the spring-summer of 2004 we will organise a seminar at which their ideas will be presented .  In the meantime, we would be interested in hearing people's views on the project, from people with practical experience of free-ranging grazing of the sort envisaged, of places where this approach 

In the first instance please contact:

Keith Kirby or Heather Robertson at English Nature, Northminster House, Peterborough, PE1 1UA, or email 

keith.kirby@english-nature.org.uk, 

heather.robertson@english-nature.org.uk
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Postscript: what do we call these new landscapes?

What do we call these large-scale mosaics: the obvious word is Forest in its medieval sense, but the term now has connotations of dense stands of conifers.  'New wildwoods' was used as a working term in an earlier report, but both wildwood and wood-pasture may seem inappropriate if the proportion of trees turns out to be low.  'New commons' may imply rights of general access that will not necessarily apply.  We are developing a new idea and as yet haven't come up with a snappy new name.  So if anyone has any brilliant ideas we would like to hear from you.  Keith Kirby offers a couple of bottles of wine for the best suggestion.







