Restoring heathland
from plantation on the
Public Forest Estate
This opportunity must
be seized as we reach
the natural harvesting
time for many of these
conifer plantations:
restore what once was
there or lose for ever
our heathland heritage

Plantlife is calling on the Westminster Government to deliver its own ambition to restore
at least 11,000 hectares of plantation back to heathland by 2023. The PFE is the single
best opportunity to achieve this as part of the wider Nature Recovery Network envisioned
in Defra’s 25 Year Environment Plan.
 Britain has 20% of the remaining global
resource of lowland heathland
 80% has been lost in the last two centuries
 Evidence shows that restoration from
plantation is one of the most cost effective
and successful approaches but time is
running out for the dormant seed bank

Plantation forestry has remarkably little
impact on the underlying seed bank and soil
structure. One study suggests that whilst 24 of
the 99 rare and threatened heathland flowering
plants could be expected to colonise within
25 years through arable land reversion, all
99 species can expect to recolonise within a
similar period on former plantation sites.

‘The Public Forest Estate contains some of our most valuable habitats and species,
many of which are of international importance. The estate is a vast reservoir of
untapped potential for nature, having some of the largest areas of ancient woodland
and former heaths, grasslands and other open habitats, which were converted to timber
plantations to meet previous policy commitments. Given the scale of the public forest
estate, a refreshed commitment to restoring irreplaceable habitats, as plantations are
harvested, represents an important opportunity.’
The Independent Panel on Forestry Final Report (2012)

Case studies
Longdown Inclosure,
Hampshire
Much of the Longdown Inclosure
was planted with conifers during the
early 1960s, apparently destroying
significant tracts of bog and
heathland. However, the regeneration
of heathland vegetation has been
remarkable following intentional
restoration to open habitat
undertaken by the Forestry England
over the past decade or more.
After 40 years of being a forestry
plantation, there is now an lovely
mixture of heath and mire habitat
which now, again, supports rare
plants such as sundews, marsh
clubmoss, royal fern and brown
beak-sedge. And now the plants
have recolonised, animals are
following such as silver-studded
blue butterflies and woodlarks.

Farnham Heath, Surrey

Pools & trackways, The Lizard

In 2002, the RSPB purchased 163 ha of
commercial conifer plantation planted on
lowland heathland. Now, 100 ha have been
restored to lowland heathland. The process
was essentially simple: remove the trees,
expose the buried heathland seeds, manage
the vegetation re-growth and in five years
heathland is restored.
By 2016 the site supported three pairs of
Dartford warbler, ten pairs of nightjar and
eight pairs of woodlark. Plants of interest
include common cudweed (scarce in Surrey),
heath cudweed, one of our fastest declining
and most endangered species, and smooth
cats-ear. Sand lizards, previously confined
to a small adjacent site, have colonised the
restored habitat, and silver-studded blue and
grayling butterflies have become established.
This regeneration of heathland wildlife is now
enjoyed by tens of thousands of visitors
per annum.

With the cessation of grazing and the underuse of access trackways
across the Lizard heathlands since the mid twentieth century, many
small-scale waterbodies – notably watering pools and trackways
– have become partially or wholly overgrown and lost. This has
had a catastrophic decline on many Lizard specialities, such as the
priority species Pygmy Rush (Juncus pygmaeus).
Since c. 2005, Plantlife has invested around £20,000 in works
to restore pools and trackways on the heaths of the Lizard
Peninsula, working alongside Cornwall Wildlife Trust, National
Trust and Natural England. In total, 20 - 25 waterbodies and up to
4 kilometres of trackway have been carefully scraped to remove
coarse vegetation and recent depositions of leaf litter, and to
uncover original soil.
The results have been dramatic – c. 60-70 populations of 18 rare
and/or threatened plant species have either expanded their small
populations or have (re)appeared from buried seed and spores. In
the past five years, Pygmy Rush has been seen in nine sites (where
previously it was largely confined to two) and roughly 8-10 new
or restored populations each of Lesser Water-plantain, Pillwort
(Pilularia globulifera) and Three-lobed Water-crowfoot (Ranunculus
tripartitus) have appeared.

Lend your support to our urgent call for heathland restoration: add your logo to our upcoming
Journey into Space: restoring ancient heathlands publication.
Contact Jenny Hawley, Senior Policy Officer: jenny.hawley@plantlife.org.uk
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