
Review of areas fenced for tree and scrub regeneration at Branthwaite, Burblethwaite and Charleton Gill

Caldbeck and Uldale Commons: Part of Skiddaw Group SSSI and the Lake District High Fells SAC
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Above: tree and scrub regeneration at Branthwaite with Roughton Gill in the background (July 2021)


Jean Johnston
Natural England
14 January 2022

1.	Background 
This report reviews the success of the areas fenced off at Burblethwaite, Charleton Gill and Branthwaite and makes recommendations for their future management.
1.1	 Aims
The original stated aim of the project was “to allow planted scattered native upland woodland to establish and the ground flora associated with this habitat to re-establish itself”
The main benefits of doing this are:
· Biodiversity: trees, scrub and associated lush ground flora are a habitat in short supply on the Lake District fells. Allowing some areas to develop this sort of vegetation allows a variety of plants to grow and flower throughout the year. These plants in turn provide cover and food (including pollen and nectar) for a wide range of invertebrates (eg insects and spiders). The invertebrates are essential food for many birds and mammals, as are seeds and berries. Berries are particularly important for ring ousel – a ‘mountain blackbird’ that needs to feed up on berries before it migrates to Africa for the winter. In time the trees will also provide nesting sites for many bird species.
Patchy, naturalistic regeneration of trees and scrub (as opposed to dense ranks of trees as may be found in plantations established for timber production) provides for a wide variety of conditions suitable for a large range of native species. It is highly beneficial to have trees of mixed ages and ‘open grown’ trees that have a large surface area and therefore flower and fruit more abundantly.
· Water management: trees and other bulky plants catch rainwater on their leaves and the fact that their roots penetrate deep into the ground increases infiltration of water into the soil. Therefore, trees and other dense vegetation ‘slow the flow’ which helps reduce risk of flooding and maintains water flows in times of drought. (For example, see: The impact of semi-natural broadleaf woodland and pasture on soil properties and flood discharge).  Tree roots also help to stabilize soils and prevent erosion and landslips – in turn reducing the speed at which sediment accumulates in watercourses (a factor that can exacerbate flooding and may be harmful to river life such as spawning fish)

· Climate: trees, other vegetation and associated soils absorb carbon from the atmosphere and thus contribute to climate change mitigation 

· Landscape: adding to the visual diversity and attractiveness of the area. The fencelines and tree planting were designed to fit with the landform, and the establishment of naturalistic, patchy and mixed-age native trees adds to a soft and pleasing appearance of these areas.
The areas fenced were carefully designed in consultation with graziers and other users of the site, in particular:
· to fit in with agricultural practices (eg not to hinder and if possible to help with the hefting of sheep and gathering of stock from the common)
· to avoid any damage to historic landscape features
· to fit in with recreational use of the commons (they do not interfere with main access routes, but gates provide access to these areas should people wish to explore them)

1.2	 Permissions for fencing
In 2008, 3 permissions were given under section 38 of the Commons Act to fence off 3 areas of the Caldbeck and Uldale Commons. Two of these permissions are entirely within Caldbeck Common and one also extends into Uldale Common. These permissions expire in July 2022.
Maps of the areas involved are attached at Annex 1 and the size of the areas exclosed are as follows:
	Location
	Size (ha)

	Charleton Gill
	5.07ha

	Burblethwaite
	6.03ha

	Branthwaite
	7.21ha



Caldbeck Common is approximately 3985ha in size, so together these represent less than half of one percent of the common.
There have also been other permissions for fencing for similar purposes on these two commons. Two were renewed in 2016 and four expire in 2029. These are summarised at Annex 2.
1.3	Agri-environment agreements
Caldbeck Common was entered into a Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) agreement on 1 May 2013. It expires on 30 April 2023. Uldale Common entered into an HLS agreement on 1 December 2013 and this expires on 30 November 2023.
The HLS agreements include (amongst other things) area payments for stock exclusion and for maintenance of the trees and scrub in the areas that have been fenced off.
Once these agreements expire, provided all necessary conditions are met, the commoners are likely to have a choice as to whether to enter the commons into new Countryside Stewardship (CS) agreements or to extend the HLS agreements for a time until they are able to enter the new Future Farming Scheme. At the time of writing, we do not know how long any such HLS extension would last, though it seems likely it would be between 1 and 5 years. The appropriate parts of the Future Farming Schemes are predicted to be ready from 2024, though we do not know how quickly it will be possible to enter sites into the new schemes.
Any agreement, whether under the HLS, CS or Future Farming Schemes, will need to be in line with the management that is happening on the ground and underpinned by any necessary permission or consents. Under any scheme, payments will be available for creating or maintaining valuable habitats such as woodland and scrub. Therefore, the future management of the above areas will need to be clear.
Under an HLS extension, no new management options can be added. However, under CS or Future Farming Schemes, additional management (such as additional areas of woodland or scrub or scattered trees) could be considered. Any new proposals could only be drawn up in full consultation with the commoners, local residents, the landowner (Lake District National Park Authority), statutory consultees (such as Natural England) and other interested parties. 
1.4	 Detailed planting plans and choice of tree and shrub species
At the time of establishment of these areas, detailed planting plans were drawn up that ensured that suitable native species were chosen and matched to the variety of different soils found in the fenced areas. The guidance in Forestry Commission Bulletin 112 which gives guidance of creating new native woodlands was followed.
Areas with deep peat were purposely left unplanted. Deep peat areas can easily be recognised by the type of vegetation they support and/or found by probing with a stick (such as a bamboo cane)
1.5	Maintenance
The areas have been maintained through cooperation between the commoners and the Lake District National Park Authority (the landowner). Commoners, National Park rangers and volunteers have put many hours into boundary maintenance and care of trees, tree shelters and stakes.



2.	Observations 
All photos below taken by Jean Johnston on 2 July 2021, except where otherwise indicated. This was not a comprehensive survey, so lists of species are far from comprehensive – the emphasis was on noting general ecological condition.
Branthwaite 
Visited by Jean Johnston and Cath Johnson on 2 July 2021 and Graham Standring on 16 October 2021. 
The area was stock proof, though additional detailed checks are recommended, especially of the water gate. Main gate at top needs a chain to fix it shut.
Growth of trees has been generally good, though parts of the site are quite exposed and there have been a few losses. Many of the losses have been addressed by additional phases of planting.
Oak, birch, alder, blackthorn, holly and juniper are successfully established. There are no willows.
There is some occasional regeneration of trees and shrubs that appears to be natural. Given more time, this will add to the diversity of the structure of the habitat.
There are some areas where tree cover is sparse. Some of these, such as the wetland area by the river and the blanket bog on the higher ground (see photos 3 and 6) should remain unplanted but there are some opportunities to add more trees, for example the dry bank shown in photo 3 below.
The ground flora is lush and varied and notably richer in flowering plants (nectar sources) than the fells outside of the fence. The blanket bog is rich in heather, bilberry, cross-leaved heath, cotton grasses, bog asphodel and mosses. Other plant species noted include star sedge, yellow sedge, marsh bedstraw, marsh thistle and heath spotted orchid. Note that marsh thistle is not an invasive agricultural weed like creeping thistle or spear thistle, it can only grow in damp ground, flowers over a long season and is a very valuable nectar source for insects.
Numerous invertebrates use the lush vegetation. Meadow brown, small pearl bordered fritillary and small copper butterflies were also seen. Many butterfly species are in decline so the fact that these are using the flowers in this area is particularly pleasing.

	[image: ] 

	Above: Branthwaite photo 1; view looking north from the track that leads from Fellside to Roughton Gill
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	Above: Branthwaite photo 2; well established trees with rushes, marsh bedstraw and marsh thistles in the open areas
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	Above: Branthwaite photo 3; view looking to north-west. The (bright green) wetland area in the valley bottom should remian unplanted. The dry, grassy bank in the foreground could accommodate more trees eg birch, rowan and juniper.
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	Above: Branthwaite photo 4; well-established juniper on dry knoll in centre of site
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	Above: Branthwaite photo 5; view looking north, towards Roughton Gill
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	Above: Branthwaite photo 6; blanket bog rich in heather, bilberry, cross-leaved heath, cotton grasses, bog asphodel and mosses. This should remain unplanted
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	Above: Branthwaite photo 7; heath spotted orchid
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	Above: Branthwaite photo 8; cross-leaved heath
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	Above: Branthwaite photo 9; small pearl-bordered fritillary
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	Above: Branthwaite photo 10; small copper butterflies on heather (JJ, Branthwaite, 24.8.21)


Burblethwaite 
Visited by Jean Johnston and Cath Johnson on 2 July 2021 and Graham Standring on 16 October 2021. 
The area is stock proof and trees (especially alder, oak, birch) are very well established; the most tree growth in any of the schemes on Caldbeck. There is little need for additional planting except for introduction of some suitable upland willows (see recommendation 6, below). Planted ash trees have dieback and those that have survived are small, but no action is recommended in this respect.
The catch on the gate near to the road needs to be fixed.
The ground flora is mostly that of marshy grassland; rushes, marsh bedstraw, marsh thistle, ragged robin, marsh marigold, cuckoo flower, willowherbs. Again, the long vegetation is rich in insect life, with clouds of small moths being disturbed on a walk through (there are over 2500 species of moth in the UK and the many kinds found in woodlands and grasslands are not the ones that eat your clothes!)
According to David Noble (the farmer at Burblethwaite Farm at the time of the visit), the sky above the woodland has become the favourite hunting area for swallows because it is so rich in insects.
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	Above: Burblethwaite photo 1; view from road that leads to Ellerbeck Common (Burblethwaite Farm is just out of view to the left) JJ, 10.5.21
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	Above: Above: Burblethwaite photo 2; from the roadside opposite Burblethwaite Farm (Photo by Graham Standring)
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	Above: Burblethwaite photo 3; is a continuation of the right hand side of the above photo (Photo by Graham Standring)
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	Above: Burblethwaite photo 4 (photo by Graham Standring); showing very good growth of birch trees
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	Above: Burblethwaite photo 5; marsh bedstraw in flower (growing through rushes)
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	Above: Burblethwaite photo 6, showing well-established trees in the background and profusely flowering marsh thistle and marsh bedstraw in the foreground



Charleton Gill
Visited by Graham Standring on 16 October 2021 (all photos by Graham Standring)
The area was stockproof, although there is known to have been problems with stock getting into it on a few occasions in the past. However, trees are well-established, especially in the lower gill.
Juniper is also doing well where this has been planted on some of the thinner soils.
Trees are more sparse in the upper part of the gill and some supplementary planting would be beneficial here. Where soils are thin, hardy species such as rowan, birch and juniper will be required. 
Willows should be added near to the beck and where there is any damper ground.
Much of the ground flora is an acid grassland/heathland mix and heathland plants like heather and bilberry are regenerating very well in places, resulting in good heathland restoration.
It is highly likely that this gill will, in the long term, provide an excellent refuge for upland plants such as ferns and tall herbaceous species such as angelica.
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	Above: Charleton Gill photo 1 (photo by Graham Standring). The bottom (northern) end of the gill.
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	Above: Charleton Gill photo 2 (photo by Graham Standring); showing good tree growth within the gill
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	Above: Charleton Gill photo 3 (photo by Graham Standring); showing good growth of juniper and good heatland vegetation in the background
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	Above: Charleton Gill photo 4 (photo by Graham Standring)
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	Above: Charleton Gill photo 5 (photo by Graham Standring); top end of the gill where supplementary planting of birch, rowan and juniper could add value

	





3.	Recommendations
Short term
1. Ecological processes are slow on upland sites. These areas are all on the edge of the common in places readily accessible to sheep. If the fences were removed in 2022, it is likely that sheep would congregate in these areas and cause damage to young trees (many are still of a size where they would be vulnerable both to grazing damage and the stem size not of sufficient girth to withstand animals rubbing against them. Sheep would also have very significant impacts on the ground flora, and the diverse mixes of flowering plants that have started to develop would be lost. The ground flora would revert to relatively species-poor acid grassland and there would be less vegetation structure, pollen and nectar.  It is therefore recommended that the fencing at these locations is retained to protect existing trees and the ground flora, and to allow further trees to become established by natural regeneration. This will necessitate an application to the Secretary of State for permission to retain the fences. 

2. As described at paragraph 1.3 above, we are in a transition period with regard to agri-environment schemes. There are uncertainties around dates of entry into Future Farming agreements. The most likely scenario is thought to be that the HLS agreement will be extended from 2023 for between 1 and 5 years (dependent on Defra decisions) and then the common will enter a Future Farming scheme agreement for a further 10 years. Alternatively, the commoners may choose to apply for Countryside Stewardship in its final 2 years (last possible start date 1 January 2024), again for a 10-year agreement. They would then have the option to transfer to a Future Farming scheme (when this was available) if they wished. A time-period of 16 to 20 years is therefore recommended for any s38 consent, to cover the remainder of the HLS and the next potential agreement. There is likely to be a great deal of preparatory work needed for entry into a new agreement, so we would not recommend adding to this workload by applying for s38 permission only for the few remaining years of the HLS. We would recommend that a formal review of the condition of the areas is carried out towards the end of the 16-20 years.

3. Carry out detailed check of condition of fences, gates and water gates. Although major problems have not been observed (and a few issues are noted in the text above), they were not checked in enough detail to anticipate where all repairs are likely to be needed. A detailed schedule of work required (and likely dates for any replacement of fenceposts etc) should be prepared so that this can be considered at the point when any applications are made to enter new agri-environment agreements. 

4. Check and if necessary, ensure repairs are undertaken to any of the common boundary walls/fences that form part of these exclosures (ie those that belong to the landowners adjacent to the commons)

5. Review roe deer management with surrounding landowners with a view to keeping numbers in these woodlands low. Roe deer (unlike red deer, which are not present on this site) are territorial, so localised control measures can keep numbers at appropriate levels relatively easily

6. Retain any ash that has dieback to see if exhibits any resistance to the disease. Some trees can recover, and it is highly desirable to retain any trees with disease resistance to provide a future seed source (the disease is spread so easily in the wind that removal of infected trees locally makes little difference)

7. Add groups of willows to all 3 of these areas. Willows may have quite a valuable role in establishing trees on open ground as they seem to be especially good at establishing relationships with soil fungi (mycorrhizal fungi) which other trees can then benefit from. As seed sources are lacking, the addition of willows will need to be done by planting.
[image: ]Willows can easily be grown from cuttings, ideally taken in late winter or spring just before bud burst. Cuttings can be simply pushed into the ground. They will do well in damp areas (including rushy areas) but are not necessarily totally confined to very wet ground. Cuttings should be taken from trees that have been identified as suitable upland species, for example the clump around an old wetland feature (possibly a pond?) on the common between the track and the fell edge near Little Fellside at approx. NY313 373. These are grey willow (Salix cinerea) and the one with shinier leaves is a cross between grey willow and dark-leaved willow (dark-leaved willow is Salix myrsinifolia and the hybrid is known as Salix x puberula). The other species that would be suitable is eared willow (Salix aurita). Large-growing lowland willow species should not be used.
Above: clump of willows near Little Fellside that would be a suitable source of cuttings
If the commoners are fairly confident about continuing to exclude sheep from the fenced areas then these can be ‘bare-planted’ (ie without tree tubes). This might result in a relatively high failure rate but this should be set against the very low cost of the work.

8. Replace any dead trees as necessary and consider supplementing the planting on certain areas of Branthwaite and Charleton Gill (see photos) but also retain sufficient open space, especially where species-rich habitats are becoming established (for example the low-lying wetland area near the river at Branthwaite) or where there is deep peat. Reference to the original planting plans (which should be held by LDNPA) may help with this. An alternative or additional tactic would be to wait for natural regeneration to start filling in the gaps (this would obviously depend upon the seed sources available, or tree that are able to spread by suckering)

9. Give careful consideration of the tree and shrub species mix being established and continue to tailor species-choice to soils and ground conditions as described in  Forestry Commission Bulletin 112. Natural England can provide further advice on this if required. In addition to willows as mentioned above, aspen may be another ‘missing’ species.

10. Continue to remove and dispose of tree guards as trees outgrow them

11. When these areas were first established, interpretation panels were put on the gates, these have now mostly deteriorated or been lost. Consideration should be given as to whether new interpretative materials should be provided.

12. LDNPA and the commoners should make sure that they have a very clear understanding of who will take on responsibility for implementing each of the above recommendations and how any necessary actions will be funded

Long term
Once the majority of trees are of a size that would make them resistant to serious damage by cattle (ie with stout enough stems that they cannot be pushed over), consider introducing short bursts of cattle grazing to the exclosures on flatter ground (Branthwaite and Burblethwaite) to retain a proportion of open habitat. The steep and difficult ground in Charleton Gill is unlikely to be suitable for this. It is likely that agri-environment payments will be available for such management.
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Annex 2:
Dates of expiry of s38 permissions for fences on Caldbeck and Uldale Commons

	Site
	Common
	Date of Application
	Date of Permission
	Length*
	Expiry Date

	Dash Beck
	Uldale and Bassenthwaite
	
	2016
	15 years
	18 August 2031

	River Ellen
	Uldale
	
	2016
	15 years
	18 August 2031

	Charleton Gill
	Caldbeck and Uldale
	
	2008
	15 years
	9 July 2022

	Burblethwaite
	Caldbeck
	
	2008
	15 years
	9 July 2022

	Branthwaite
	Caldbeck
	
	2008
	15 years
	9 July 2022

	Fellside
	Caldbeck
	9 Jan 2013
	12 Feb 2014
	15 years from fence erection
	2029

	Potts Gill
	Caldbeck
	9 Jan 2013
	12 Feb 2014
	15 years from fence erection
	2029

	Brandy Gill
	Caldbeck
	9 Jan 2013
	12 Feb 2014
	15 years from fence erection
	2029

	Wet Swine Gill
	Caldbeck
	9 Jan 2013
	12 Feb 2014
	15 years from fence erection
	2029


[bookmark: _GoBack]‘* note that some permissions run for a period of time from the date of the application, some from the date of the permission and some from the date of the fencing being erected. The expiry dates given in black the table above are correct. The ones in red are approximate
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