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BACKGROUND
Heathlands need to be carefully managed in order to maximise their conservation potential and prevent their succession to woodland habitats.  To ensure a healthy habitat, managers of heathland sites should aim to achieve the following:

· Ensure the nutrient content of the soil remains at a low level;

· Reduce the cover of trees, scrub and bracken;

· Ensure the plants are different ages to create structurally diverse vegetation 

· Meet the specific requirements of rare or threatened species.

There are several techniques available to heathland managers that may allow them to improve heathland habitats.  These techniques include controlled burning, grazing, heather cutting, tree removal, turf stripping, bracken bruising and the chemical control of bracken.  Each technique has advantages and disadvantages in relation to nutrient removal, control of trees, scrub and bracken, and the production of different aged/structurally diverse vegetation.  
YOUR TASK
· Work in groups;

· Cut out the statements shown on the following page; 

· Statements written in green are advantages of the technique, statements written in red are disadvantages of the technique, and statement written in blue relate to the timing of application of the technique;

· Match each statement to the management technique you think it refers to.   
HEATHLAND MANAGEMENT STATEMENTS-Tree Removal, Bracken Bruising, Chemical Control of Bracken
	· Increases light levels, enabling heather to grow.



	· Needs to be timed to avoid breeding bird season.



	· Should take place in summer when fronds are fully expanded to maximise absorption (July – September).  



	· Can be resisted by conservationists and locals.



	· Effective, short-term way of killing bracken.



	· May pose a threat to ground-nesting birds.



	· Cannot be used on organic sites, so ‘rolling’ methods should be employed instead.



	· Increased light levels as a result of this management technique can result in an eruption of tree seedlings which will require subsequent management either by herbicide or hand-pulling.



	· Large scale or aerial application is not suitable on sites with public access.



	· Effective at controlling bracken if repeated for 3 – 5 years.



	· Creates large amounts of waste material which must be disposed of offsite, so nutrients are not returned to the heathland soil.



	· Little damage to surrounding non-target plant species.



	· Should take place in summer (July - September) when the plant is at its maximum stage of growth.



	· May damage non-target species



	· Straightforward technique using chain saws.




TREE REMOVAL

Description –Whilst a scattering of trees of different ages is beneficial to many heathland species, if tree populations are not controlled the heathland will eventually turn into a woodland habitat. Birch and pine trees grow well in acidic soils and, if left unchecked, can quickly encroach onto heathland and shade out heather and other heathland plants. Tree removal involves the use of chain saws or other equipment to fell and remove trees.   Heather seeds can survive for over 70 years in the soil and remain viable, so heather can be quick to regenerate once the tree cover is removed.  However, some (deciduous) tree species may re-shoot from cut stumps so will need subsequent management to avoid re-establishment.
Advantages

	

	


Disadvantages

	

	

	


When to use

	


BRACKEN BRUISING
Description – Bracken is a native plant which forms dense stands on many heathland sites. Bracken releases allelopathic chemicals that inhibit the growth of other plants and the litter created by dead bracken forms a dense carpet, inhibiting other plant growth. Whilst being an important part of heathland in small quantities, large stands of bracken are undesirable. Bracken bruising involves cutting or crushing growing bracken fronds to weaken the plant and its underground rhizome.  Traditionally done by dragging a log behind a horse, machinery has now been invented to improve the efficiency of the technique.  The aim is to damage the fronds and the stems of the bracken so that it bleeds sap and weakens the plant and reduces its ability to regenerate.
Advantages

	

	


Disadvantages

	


When to use

	


CHEMICAL CONTROL OF BRACKEN

Description –Chemical control of bracken involves spraying plants with fern-specific herbicide so it destroys the bracken but does not harm the surrounding heathland vegetation.
Advantages
	


Disadvantages

	

	

	


When to use

	


HEATHLAND MANAGEMENT STATEMENTS- Grazing and Turf Stripping
	· Damages archaeological interest.

	· The ranging and foraging habits of livestock can create habitats with different structures – creating ‘structural mosaics’.  

	· Most effective way of quickly removing nutrients from the ecosystem.

	· Creates patches of bare ground that are important for many heathland species.

	· May disturb ground nesting birds, especially if high stocking densities are used.

	· Can weaken plants and damage growing tips if used in winter. Livestock may graze heather during winter months when grass is less palatable.

	· Has little impact on dense stands of gorse and bracken.

	· Only viable at larger heathland sites.

	· Can cause disturbance to vegetation which can generate patches of bare ground.  

	· Can be used to remove dense swards of bracken or grass.

	· Will require boundary system (fences or ditches) so may not be suitable on public access land.

	· Produces large volumes of material which require disposal off site.

	· Removes/depletes seed bank.

	· Avoid ground nesting bird season (i.e., 1st March – 31st July)

	· Helps to control the growth of grasses and reduce tree and shrub establishment, but has limited impact on established shrubs and trees.


GRAZING

Description – Various livestock can be used to graze heathland habitats, including ponies, cattle and sheep.  Grazing animals preferentially eat grasses, young gorse, saplings and young bramble, and generally avoid heather. In this way grazing can help to reduce the quantity of unfavourable plants and allow heathland species a chance to establish and grow.  Stocking rates are important as both over- and under-stocking can be detrimental to heathland communities.  Furthermore, the choice of grazer is important as different animals (e.g., sheep, cows, horses) have different grazing preferences and therefore will have different impacts on the heathland.  
Advantages

	

	

	


Disadvantages
	

	

	

	


When to use

	


TURF STRIPPING

Description – Turf stripping involves physically removing grass and the top layer of soil. It may be carried out by hand, or using a motorised pedestrian turfer.  Turves are cut so that the humus layer and roots are removed, but not the mineral soil.  

Advantages

	

	

	


Disadvantages

	

	

	


When to use

	


HEATHLAND MANAGEMENT STATEMENTS- Controlled Burning and Heather Cutting
	· Creates large amounts of waste material which must be disposed of offsite to reduce the impact of nutrients returning to the soil.

	· Damages lichen and bryophyte communities.

	· Unlikely to encourage spread of heather into grass dominated areas.  

	· Can result in a large input of potash into the soil which can encourage bracken and gorse growth.

	· Regenerates stands of heather which are in a degenerative state of their lifecycle.

	· Can remove biomass from the ecosystem and so reduce nutrient content.

	· Leaves lower layers of vegetation and leaf litter intact so has limited impact on reducing nutrient stores 

	· If used in rotation, can generate mosaic of different aged heather stands.  

	· If not properly controlled, can harm ground-dwelling animals such as reptiles and ground-nesting birds.

	· Should be timed to avoid summer bird breeding season.

	· Reduces nutrient content of ecosystem – can remove 30 to 35% of nutrients such as nitrogen.  

	· If used in rotation, can generate mosaic of different aged heather stands.  

	· Only viable on larger sites.

	· Has to (legally) be undertaken between 1st November and 31st March.  

	· Can produce patches of bare ground which are important to a number of heathland species. 

	· Not suitable technique if the heathland is close to housing areas - may cause direct damage or encourage ‘copycat’ behaviour.


CONTROLLED BURNING

Description – Small patches (0.25 – 1 ha) of heathland are burned.  Fires are closely controlled, with the aim of generating quick, ‘cool burns’.

Advantages

	

	

	


Disadvantages
	

	

	

	

	


When to use

	


HEATHER CUTTING
Description – Using hand tools or machinery to cut heather to a height of about 5cm.  

Advantages

	

	

	


Disadvantages
	

	

	


When to use
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