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CASTLE PLANTATION

PROPOSALS FOR FORESTRY MANAGEMENT

Background

Over the last two years, the Forestry Commission has harvested substantial areas of conifer plantations across parts of the Neroche forest estate.  This harvesting is being carried out in order to develop a more diverse, open forest landscape, richer in wildlife and offering more interest for the visitor.  

A large proportion of this felling is now complete or underway.  However, one area where the option remains to carry out major works is Castle Plantation.  This is the area to the immediate north and west of Castle Neroche, bounded by the Staple Fitzpaine road to the west (see map overleaf for location of area.

Plans for major change in the Neroche Forest were first set out by the Forestry Commission in a Forest Design Plan (FDP) in 2005, and were accompanied by extensive local consultation through the Neroche Local Stakeholders Group (LSG).  The consultation highlighted substantial concern amongst residents about the prospect of felling, fencing and grazing in Castle Plantation.  As a consequence, although the approved FDP included consent for these operations to take place, the Forestry Commission undertook, in discussion with the LSG, to revisit the issue before works went ahead.

The Original proposal

The option provided for by the FDP at Castle Plantation is to extend the felling and grazing approach being followed on Staple Common and elsewhere.  This would create wood pasture, broadleaved high forest and mixed woodland*.  The larger part of the area would be fenced and cattle introduced at low densities.  The cattle would graze through the spring and summer and be taken off for over-wintering elsewhere once the soils become too wet.

It should be noted that this proposal does not include large scale clear felling – wood pasture would involve creating small and some larger glades (some of which already exist) amongst the trees and linking these with grassy rides.

The harvesting work under this proposal was scheduled for late 2008 into 2009, with the fencing following on shortly thereafter.  Cattle would then be introduced in mid to late summer 2009.

This proposal is summarised in the map overleaf.
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Review of the original proposal

The Forestry Commission recognises that there is concern amongst some local residents about this proposal, with this concern relating to the scale of felling, the prospect of fencing, and the introduction of cattle grazing.  Acknowledging this concern, FC has also undertaken a review of the issues surrounding this proposal, under the following headings:

Access

FC recognises that Castle Plantation receives a higher intensity of recreational use than neighbouring woods, including much use by local residents.  The proposal to fence and graze the area would not prevent or hamper public access at all, but nevertheless some users might be less comfortable using an area frequented by cattle, and the potential for conflict between dogs and livestock might be greater here than elsewhere.

Fencing and grazing

The ecological case for the creation of a network of grazed open space, wood pasture and closed woodland on Staple Common was compelling: this area historically was largely open space, and the evidence shows that the former open space included heath, mire and other wildlife-rich habitats.  The value of the open habitats on Staple Common is recognised in its designation as a Site of Special Scientific Interest.  

The ecological case for similar action on Castle Plantation is less clear.  Though much of the area was open space in the early part of the 20th Century, generally the area gives an impression of longer standing wooded character, with less extensive species-rich vegetation.  There are remnant mires which would have been more exposed in the past, but these are limited in extent.

New proposal

In the light of the above factors, the Forestry Commission proposes not to proceed with the original plan to fence and graze in Castle Plantation.  Instead, an alternative option is proposed as follows.  This is summarised diagrammatically overleaf.

· There will be no fencing or grazing under this proposal.

· The green coppice area will be managed primarily for wildlife – there are a range of native species present in this area that will coppice easily.

· The steep slope below the hillfort is reaching a critical point where the majority of conifers in some places are starting to blow over – they also shade out the mire system that is a natural feature and should support more native vegetation than is there at the moment. There is also a large pond that would benefit from having more light and some native oxygenating aquatic vegetation introduced – a possibility exists that a local school may be interested in ‘adopting’ this pond and working with us to help it thrive.

· These works will begin in late 2008 and proceed over the winter into 2009.

The Forestry Commission and the Neroche Scheme are keen to retain public support and involvement in decision making about the public forest.  We recognise that recent felling operations have caused disquiet in some quarters, and we are responding to this concern with respect to Castle Plantation.  We remain confident that the new landscape across Staple Common and Wych Lodge will be better for people and for wildlife in due course, but for Castle Plantation, a more modest programme of forest management is the best way forward.


Habitat definitions used in this document

Broadleaved High Forest

An area of forest which may consist of young or old broadleaved trees and areas of clearance to allow more broadleaves to seed or be planted into them. This type of habitat may consist of both native broadleaf species and non native broadleaf species such as Sweet Chestnut, Red Oak, Turkey Oak and Beech.  Beech is considered to be outside of its natural range at Neroche and whilst generally the FC has no objection to the presence of Beech within its woodlands in this area it does want to try to improve the diversity of tree species within pure Beech plantations. It is recognised that the large old Beech trees are a defining feature of the Blackdowns AONB.

Mixed High Forest

An area of forest which may consist of young or old conifer species, native broadleaf and non-native broadleaf species and areas cleared to allow either replanting or seeding in. The species may be in ‘blocky’ mixtures that are too small for us to map rather than an ‘intimate’ mix of species.

Ancient Semi–Natural Woodland

Areas of native species that are on the Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland register. These areas are very likely to have been continuously wooded since at least the 16th Century and offer our most precious native woodland resource as the ground flora within these areas can be quite rare. 

Conifer Forest

Areas of predominantly conifer plantation of all ages, and felled areas intended to be replanted with conifer species.  There are several classes of ‘semi-naturalness’ within conifer forest – some areas have a large proportion of broadleaf trees that have seeded in and taken advantage of any open space through conifers dying off.  Some areas are pure conifer, and there are varying grades of each between.

Coppice

Areas that are or have been in the past, managed on a coppice system (cutting stems to stump level when they reach a size that is required) – species most suitable for this are Hazel, Oak, Ash and Sallow.  Beech does not coppice freely.  Sweet Chestnut coppices well but is not native.  Mature or semi-mature trees can be cut down and the stump then grows a number of stems which form the ‘coppice’.  Coppice areas can be one of the richest areas for wildlife – the protected dormouse is intimately connected with this type of habitat.  As the coppice grows it shades out a greater area of the forest floor and the ground flora changes until re-coppicing and the cycle starts over. With a series of coppice ‘coupes’ cut in different years, a mosaic of habitat can be formed that gives all the different stages of coppice growth in one area.

Coppice with Standards

Coppice as above, but with young, middle aged and mature ‘maiden’ trees scattered through the area also.  The mature trees are harvested for timber and new trees allowed to grow on as maidens so that the complete age range is represented over the area.  The coppice survives because the number of maiden trees is low compared to ‘traditional’ forest and the light reaching the coppice is greater.

Wood Pasture

Areas that consist of between 20 – 80% tree cover overall and could range from forest glades to dense clumps of trees and thorny scrub. A very natural and traditional habitat that is grazed by animals. Some of our finest forest landscapes in England are wood pasture – the New Forest, Forest of Dean, Sherwood Forest to name the well known ones. 

Fence line around periphery –triangles are access points





Darker green – existing agriculture
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Purple area to continue being managed as an Ancient Monument area to agreed management plan





Green areas– manage as native woodland or convert gradually to more native conditions





Fawn areas – convert to wood pasture





Yellow areas – manage as mixed woodland
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Native woodland – continue sensitive management





Remove some areas of conifer from steep slope and allow to scrub up with native vegetation.





Remove trees back from mire & pond system at base of steep slope to allow light and air in which will allow native flora to thrive in this rare habitat.





Continue to manage bulk of woodland as mixed and broadleaf high forest - thin regularly. Work to reduce rhododendron cover.





Fell small patch of conifer and allow broadleaves to seed in by temporarily fencing deer out





New coppice with Standards area - split into five or six coupes and coppice two coupes every five years- primary objective is biodiversity








* See last page for some definitions of terms used in this document
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