Neroche Longhorns – helping learn valuable lessons for conservation in the Blackdowns

The Neroche Forest Grazing Project has been running for over three years now, and continues to yield valuable experience for farm businesses, while also bringing great benefits for wildlife.

A centrepiece of the wider Neroche Scheme, the Grazing Project has begun to create a new, more varied landscape within the 1000 hectare Forestry Commission estate along the northern scarp of the Blackdowns.  About one quarter of the previous conifer plantations have been harvested from the Forest to create a network of 250 hectares of large open glades, containing re-establishing flower-rich marsh and heath, all set amongst a patchwork of woodland.  

Funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund has enabled a herd of English Longhorn cattle to be established to graze the open glades and some of the woodland, farmed for the project by Chris Salisbury of Bickenhall Farm. 

The project is gathering experience relating to three main questions:  How can we use low-intensity grazing on a large, landscape-scale, to create quality habitats for wildlife?  How can we manage livestock during the winter in a practical, welfare-friendly way?  And how can we make conservation grazing into a viable business proposition for local farmers? 

Beef and Butterflies

The cattle are helping to generate grassy growth in the new clearings in the forest, which are rapidly being colonised by wildflowers from neighbouring smaller glades and rides.  These new arrivals include cowslips and vetches, which are important food plants for rare butterflies such as Wood White and Duke of Burgundy.  But alongside these high-profile species, the new clearings are also drawing in a wide diversity of other plants and animals – sedges, orchids, beetles, hoverflies, moths, wood warblers, goldfinches, snipe, voles, hares, tawny owls and nightjars.

Just as important as the condition of the wildlife habitats, is the condition of the cattle themselves.  The project has employed an independent vet throughout the last three years, who regularly checks the herd to ensure they are thriving.

O-K Corral

Given the wet ground conditions in the Forest it is not possible for the cattle to remain in the woods all year round.  Therefore the project has constructed a specially-designed woodchip corral for the herd, on the edge of the Forest at Curland.

David West of the Forestry Commission has been closely involved with the corral development and said: “Woodchip corrals were originally developed in New Zealand and have quickly gained popularity in the wetter parts of the UK.  There several hundred woodchip corrals in Scotland and Ireland, and interest is growing here in the South West. There are two main drivers behind this – improved animal welfare particularly for hardy traditional cattle breeds, and lower costs when compared to conventional straw-based housing.  The improved cattle health benefits are well documented and include reduced lameness and foot problems, absence of respiratory diseases, reduction in calving difficulties and improved feed conversion.  Experience at Neroche to date has confirmed this with the animals turned out each Spring in excellent condition.  This welfare benefit has been verified by the project’s independent vet.”

There is also growing interest in the possibility that woodchip corrals emit lower quantities of damaging greenhouse gases such as ammonia than conventional cattle buildings.  The project is hoping to take part in a national research project to further evaluate this, and an open day to show the corral to interested local farmers is planned for later this year.  

Forest Beef

To succeed in the long term, conservation grazing has to pay.  The beef generated from the Longhorn herd, which is extensively-reared without the uses of concentrates, has the potential to become a high-value local food product.  But that doesn’t happen overnight, and it requires investment of effort and time before a return can be generated.  Chris Salisbury has been making that investment – transporting the cattle in and out of the Forest, checking them every day (a challenge in itself, when the cattle can be hiding in tens of hectares of woods), and caring for them over winter.  Late last year, the first fruits of that labour began to be produced, as Chris sold his first set of Forest Beef Boxes, and Neroche Forest Beef will start to be available regularly later into 2010. 

Chris Salisbury said: “Longhorns are ideally suited to grazing in the Forest. They are beautiful animals, docile and rather disinterested in people – important when grazing in an open access area – and they are also recognised as producing beef of supreme eating quality.

We have been amazed at the diversity of their diet, which includes rushes and sedges, herbs, ivy, and leaves from the trees where they can reach them.  They do very well, and everyone is welcome to walk amongst them on the hills.”

Speaking about the grazing project, Neroche Project Manager Gavin Saunders said:  “The Forestry Commission and its partners in Neroche are deliberately using this project as a test-bed, to explore new ways of making conservation grazing work on a practical basis.  We don’t have all the answers, but we are using the opportunity afforded by a large, single-owner landholding to trial an approach to conservation grazing which has scope to become self-supporting, and relevant to other landowners in the future.”

