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1. Introduction

Blagdon Cross Plant Research and Demonstration Gardens is a holding of approximately 85 acres, lying southeast of the village of Clawton, near Holsworthy, Devon (Grid. Ref. - SX 366 975).

The holding is currently owned by the charity, Plants For A Future, which bought the site in 1997 to set up a demonstration farm using permaculture and woodland garden principles.

The site consists of a narrow strip of land running on a northwest to southeast axis and was formerly managed for arable and livestock production. Since 1997 some areas have been planted with broadleaved trees but the majority of the site has been left unmanaged.
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fig 1.Typical mosaic vegetation structure at  Blagdon 

2. Description of Blagdon Farm

· Physical description

The site, comprising 83.83 acres, lies amid gently rolling countryside on the high Culm Measures of north Devon. The Culm Measures are carboniferous in age, consisting of highly contorted interbedded layers of sandstone, shales and mudstones. This formation weathers to a heavy clay, resulting in wet, mildly acidic soils.

The topsoil is a heavy loam and lies about one foot deep over a sticky clay subsoil. Drainage is poor and heavy ploughing of the site, for flax cultivation by the previous owner, caused problems of compaction and mixing of the clay sub-soil with the topsoil. (PFAF, 1997)

Many drainage channels cut across the gently, sloping site from the higher ground to the east, down to a stream on the lower-lying western boundary.

Field boundaries surround and break the site up into a number of separate compartments, three of which have undergone broad-leaved tree planting under the current owners.

Three areas of woodland were present when the site was acquired, the largest of which lies in the northwest corner of the holding.

· Biological description

The key habitats found on the site are listed as follows:

· Culm grassland

· Scrub communities

· Broadleaved woodland

· Willow carr

· Rush dominated communities

· Broadleaved plantation

· Dry acid grassland

· Hedgebanks

· Ditches

· Small water-bodies

· Disturbed ground

The habitats listed above at Blagdon, form an intimate mosaic with one another across the site.

Scrub species have spread out significantly from the old hedgebanks and also from the woodland, gorse dominating the drier areas and willow species dominating the wetter parts of the site. Dense blocks of bramble are also constant throughout most parts of the site.

Three main communities dominate the open areas. On the drier ground, a species-poor acidic grassland is found and in the wettest areas there are significant areas of Culm grassland, despite the lack of stock grazing for a decade. Grading between these two habitats are a variety of rush-dominated communities, which although generally species-poor on the drier ground, possess some floristic interest on the damper soils.

The woodlands vary from oak/ash on the higher, drier ground to willow carr on the wetter areas. They are secondary woodlands that have spread from their initial boundaries, and have been added to by more recent plantings. They have a generally poor woodland ground flora.

Many of the hedgebanks are now lost deep within scrub growth, but on the external boundaries of the land, they contain mature trees of oak, ash and beech. Again they have a generally poor ground flora, due to heavy shading.

A number of small man-made pools are found within the site and these have some interesting plant species on their margins. The ditch network that once carried water right across the farm, also contains an interesting flora, although most are now heavily shaded, and contain little more than bare mud.

One old green lane has now been buried in dense scrub but the other that runs along much of the eastern and northern boundary of the site is still relatively clear, although its interest is more historical than botanical.
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fig 2. Ragged-Robin (Lychnis flos-cuculi), found in the Culm and wet rush communities 

3. Site History
Blagdon Farm was acquired by the charity, Plants For A Future in June 1997. The aim was to set up a community and demonstration site for the principles of permaculture and woodland gardening under the name Blagdon Cross Plant Research and Demonstration Gardens.

Some 15,000 plants of nearly 100 different species have been planted on the site, ranging from native tree species in the shelterbelts to exotic perennials in the winter salad and woodland gardens. 

Several kilometres of deer fencing was erected around the new woodland plantations and some coppicing has taken place in existing mature woodland.

Problems with planning permission prevented the development of the site community as originally planned, and this has diminished the ability of the charity’s volunteers to manage the site as intended. Financial problems have also restricted the ability of the charity to fund the level of work required to meet the original aims, and this combination of problems has led to the site being put up for sale in the autumn of 2007.

The demonstration gardens have largely been lost to neglect and scrub growth and much of the woodland planting has failed due to the poor condition of the deer fencing and subsequent heavy deer browsing.

In recent years, the main management appears to have been in keeping some of the access paths around the site clear, and tidying the site in readiness for selling.

The biodiversity history of the site can be traced through two previous surveys. The first comes in the form of a Conservation Management Plan prepared for a former owner by Devon County Council in 1991 as part of the Environmental Land Management Scheme. It gives a picture of the site as a mixture of agriculturally improved and semi-improved grassland, unimproved Culm grassland and naturally regenerated wet scrub woodland. Use of agrochemicals had been kept to a minimum in the preceding fifteen years, with some parts of the farm probably never have had chemicals applied. (M.Towns, DCC, 1991)

The second survey was carried out in the summer of 1997 shortly after the site was acquired by PFAF, and gives a quite different picture of the land. By now all the grassland except some of the Culm had been ploughed and turned over to Flax production, and attempts had even been made to plough some of the drier Culm areas. Many of the fields had suffered heavy compaction and damage from the deep ploughing of the wet clay soils and contained very little vegetation at all (PFAF, 1997).

4. Survey Rationale

This 2007 survey was commissioned to provide a record of the state of the land immediately prior to sale. Despite the initial planting, described earlier, the impact on the site has been minimal in all but the broadleaved shelterbelts. In many ways, Blagdon has the feeling of a piece of abandoned farmland, that has had the gate shut, and been left to its’ own devices for 10 years. PFAF also hope that this survey will demonstrate how an area of heavily degraded farmland can recover to become an important site for biodiversity.

The decision to commission this survey was somewhat last minute, and hence the field survey work could not be carried out until early September 2007. The aim has been to provide a full vegetation survey with additional recording of fauna where possible.

September is a poor time of year for recording bird activity as many species are moulting after breeding and hence their behaviour is as discreet as possible. Some early spring flora will show little if any signs by September and this is particularly relevant in the Culm grassland areas where by late summer, the Purple Moor-grass tussocks are so large that they obscure species that may have flowered earlier in the season.

Some flora and fauna records made by a PFAF volunteer in the spring have been included in the species list, and are accredited to her. Many thanks to Hilary Marshall for the use of these records in this survey.
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fig 3. Sneezewort ( Achillea ptarmica ), found within the Culm grassland

5. Habitat Descriptions

Culm Grassland

Culm grassland consists of a mosaic of heathland, fen and unimproved grassland overlying a specific geological formation, termed the Culm Measures (see Physical description pg. 4). Formerly extensive in northwest Devon and northeast Cornwall, it is a habitat vulnerable to agricultural improvement, mainly by drainage and the application of fertilisers. (C. French, 1999)

The poorly-drained, species-rich grassland may be dominated by a Purple Moor-grass / Rush association or by a heathy type of fen meadow with Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea) and Meadow Thistle (Cirsium dissectum). Other typical associates include Whorled Caraway (Carum verticillatum) and Wavy St. John’s Wort(Hypericum undulatum). The community is described by National Vegetation Classification category M24. (JNCC,1991)

At Blagdon, Culm grassland makes up a sizeable proportion of Compartments 1 and 2, in total nearly 5 ha (about 12 acres). There has been no grazing, other than by wild herbivores, since 1997 and the grassland is being invaded by willow scrub in the wetter areas and by bramble in drier areas.

In places the Purple Moor-grass is completely dominant with virtually no other plant species present. However, elsewhere, deer and some rabbit activity provides tracks and a few short lawns amongst the Moor-grass and it is here that the richer flora can still be found.

A reasonable number of the typical species of Culm grassland are found at Blagdon, but generally at a low density. Meadow Thistle, a classic Culm species, is present in good quantities but there was no sign of Whorled Caraway or Wavy St. John’s Wort. Other typical Culm species such as Tormentil (Potentilla erecta), Devil’s Bit Scabious (Succisa pratensis), Greater Bird’s-foot trefoil (Lotus uliginosus) and Carnation Sedge (Carex panicea) are all present but at a relatively low density.

The NVC community at Blagdon is M24c Molinia caerulea-Cirsium dissectum fen meadow (Juncus acutiflorus- Erica tetralix sub-community) and although many of the associated species are present they are often confined to only a handful of individual plants across the whole Culm area on the site.

A large stand of Indian Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) is growing in a bramble patch in the southeastern boundary of the Culm grassland in Compartment 1. This highly invasive species may not be tolerant of the conditions within the Culm itself, but its presence on the edge is of grave concern none the less.
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fig 4. Culm grassland in Compartment 1

Scrub Communities

Dense scrub communities have developed across much of the site since 1997. On the drier ground, predominantly to the east, European Gorse (Ulex europaeus) has developed large impenetrable stands in mosaic with species-poor grassland, bramble thicket and rush communities. Occasional plants of Heather (Calluna vulgaris) indicate that these areas would tend towards dry heath although this has long been lost to agricultural practices. There is very little vegetation beneath the gorse, with only occasional bramble and ferns.

On the wetter ground, dense willow scrub has formed particularly adjacent to areas of willow carr that were present prior to 1997. Again this is found in a complex mosaic with rush communities, bramble thicket and the aforementioned Culm grassland. Without intervention, much of this mosaic would succumb in time to willow carr. The dominant species is Grey Willow (Salix cinerea) but there are also considerable quantities of Eared Willow (Salix  aurita) particularly on the wettest ground. Goat Willow (Salix caprea) was recorded in 1997 but it was not searched for during this survey and has been over-recorded in the southwest, being confused for large leaved forms of Grey Willow.

Bramble (Rubus fruticosus agg.) thicket has developed on many parts of the site in mosaic with all the other communities. Species such as Rosebay Willowherb (Chamaenerion angustifolium), Creeping Thistle (Cirsium arvense) and Tufted Vetch (Vicia cracca) are often found in association.

Broadleaved woodland

In the northwest corner of the site is a stand of mature broad-leaved woodland. The canopy is predominantly Oak (Quercus agg.) with some Ash (Fraxinus excelsior), Silver Birch (Betula pendula) and Grey Willow. 

The wood is undoubtedly secondary in origin, and in places there is some evidence of oak and ash growing in straight, planted lines. The oldest oaks are upwards of 100 years. In parts the understorey is almost completely bare but elsewhere there is much Hazel (Corylus avellana) and Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna), Birch and Willow with occasional Rowan (Sorbus aucuparia) and Holly (Ilex aquifolium)

The wood has extended beyond is former boundary through natural regeneration of Birch and Willow and further by recent planting since 1997.

There are good quantities of standing and fallen deadwood but the ground flora is very sparse and of little interest, although a small area of Wood- Sorrel (Oxalis acetosella) on the northern edge indicates some continuity with an older wood.
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fig 5. Broadleaved woodland in Wood Compartment A

Willow Carr

If left completely unmanaged, much of this site would revert to willow carr. A long, narrow band of mature carr runs alongside the stream for much of the western boundary- Wood Compartment B. Dominated by Willow with some Birch, it holds much standing water, and little ground flora of interest. Many of the old willows are collapsing and layering themselves.

Semi-mature car is also found to the east of Wood Compartment A, see above, and in Compartment 1, north of the Visitor Centre plantation.

Rush dominated communities

Rush communities dominate large areas of Blagdon. Soft Rush (Juncus effusus) is the dominant species, accounting for over 90% of the vegetation cover. Grasses such as Yorkshire Fog (Holcus lanatus) and Creeping Bent (Agrostis stolonifera) grow between the large tussocks of Soft Rush, with relatively few, scattered herbs.

 In wetter parts, other herbs occur frequently between the tussocks, notably Marsh Ragwort (Senecio aquatica), Wild Angelica (Angelica sylvestris) and Greater Bird’s-foot Trefoil. Other species that occur regularly, particularly where deer have made tracks through the rush, include Marsh Willowherb (Epilobium palustre), Water mint (Mentha aquatica), Fleabane(Pulicaria dysenterica), Common Marsh Bedstraw (Galium palustre), Marsh Thistle (Cirsium palustre) and Jointed Rush (Juncus articulatus ).

The NVC community is M23b, Juncus effuses/acutiflorus-Galium palustre rush-pasture (Juncus effuses sub-community) and in places begins to grade into the M24 Culm grassland. Nationally, this NVC community is strongly associated with culm grassland, has a similarly restricted distribution and is often adjacent to culm, on slightly higher ground. Once again, the typical species are mostly present but at a low density. As with the Culm, this species-poverty is most probably due to the lack of grazing or mowing that usually maintains this community. 

As with the Culm areas, it is the activity of deer that are maintaining the interest of this community, through their trackways between the rushes and browsing, particularly of invading shrubs.

This community is particularly interesting in the northeast corner of the site, where it is found in mosaic with eared willow amongst recent broadleaved plantation.

Broadleaved Plantation

Two areas of broadleaved plantation have been created since 1997.  The largest of these was planted across three whole fields and three part fields in the north of the site adjacent to the aforementioned broadleaved woodland. A second area has been planted in the southern-most field, again adjacent to a small area of existing secondary woodland.

The plantations are dominated by Alder species (Alnus sp) with Ash, Hazel and Hawthorn, in addition to naturally regenerating Willows and Birch. All the plantations have been deer-fenced.

The plantation to the south (Compartment 1) has achieved full canopy but the plantation to the north (Compartments 7,8 and 9) has been heavily deer browsed. In many places the Alder has got away but Ash, Hazel and Hawthorn are heavily stunted. This deer pressure is maintaining many open glades of rush pasture through this plantation in an intimate mosaic with naturally regenerating gorse, willow and birch species.
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fig 6. rush pasture glade in broadleaved plantation with deer-browsed shrubs (Compartment 7)

Dry acid grassland

Dry grassland communities are found throughout the east and middle of the site. A dense sward of long, rank grasses with occasional scattered herbs dominates this community. The dominant grasses are Yorkshire Fog, Creeping Bent and Tufted Hair Grass (Deschampsia cespitosa) with infrequent Cocksfoot (Dactylis glomerata), Fescues (Festuca sp.) and Crested Dogstail (Cyanosaurus cristatus). Herbs include Thistles, Tormentil, Tufted Vetch, Greater Bird’s-foot Trefoil and Creeping Buttercup (Ranunculus repens).

This community occurs on the drier ground in mosaic with Gorse, Bramble, and Soft Rush and is a major component of Compartments 3,4,5 and 6. In Compartment 6 it is the dominant community and bramble is being kept in check by the browsing of deer, creating topiarised bramble thickets.

Hedgebanks

There are two distinct types of hedgebank at Blagdon. Most of the internal boundaries have dense scrub on the banks, spreading several metres into the fields. Gorse and Willows are the dominant species with occasional Ash. In places a few solitary oaks rise above the dense thicket.

The exact location of these hedgebanks is often difficult to ascertain, due to the extended scrub growth, and the dense shading provides for little or no ground flora. However the dense thicket provides ideal nesting conditions for a number of bird species.

On the external boundaries, mature Oak, Ash and Beech are the key species with some shrubby understorey, and species-poor grassy banks. The mature trees are over 150 years old and some oaks may well be older.
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fig 7. mature beech on grassy hedgebank ( Hedge 71)

Ditches

Drainage ditches run alongside all of the east-west running hedgebanks carrying water to the stream on the western boundary.

On the initial visit to the site, following heavy rains, all these ditches were carrying considerable quantities of water, but within days they had dried to mud. The majority of the ditches lie under dense shade and subsequently have little or no associated flora. However one ditch between Compartments 8 and 9 is in the open and contains species such as Water Starwort (Callitriche stagnalis), Blinks (Montia Fontana), Wavy Bitter-cress (Cardamine flexuosa) and Common Marsh Bedstraw.

Small Water-bodies

There are three small water-bodies at Blagdon that have been excavated since 1997. 

The largest, and deepest is about 30m by 5m in dimension, several metres deep and was excavated as a holding reservoir for the project in Compartment 2. A single species of Pondweed (Potamageton sp.) has been introduced along with some Canadian Waterweed (Elodea Canadensis),but it is otherwise clear. Whirlygig beetles, Water Boatman and Pond Skaters were seen there along with several species of Dragonfly and Damselfly. Lesser Spearwort (Ranunculus flammula) grows at the water margins.

Of additional interest is a small ditch that runs alongside the bank of this reservoir.  The shallow water is filled with Bulbous Rush (Juncus bulbosus) with Jointed Rush, a variety of small blue-green sedges and Yellow Sedge (Carex viridula ssp.oedocarpa).

A healthy patch of Coral-necklace (Illecebrum verticillatum) creeps over the tops of the other vegetation in this ditch. This Nationally Scarce plant is restricted to SW England and has seriously declined in recent decades. It is a plant of the edges of streams and ditches on moorland and is the most important single, plant species recorded at Blagdon.

A tiny pool, no more than 2m by 1m and less than 1 foot deep, has been excavated at the south-western edge of the Culm in Compartment 2. Again, Pondweed has been introduced but it is otherwise bare. A variety of small sedges grow around the margins, and a single Grass Snake (Natrix natrix) was seen basking here.

A third excavation is found in the northern part of Compartment 5. It takes the form of a crescent-shaped ditch carrying a few inches of standing water. Growing in the margins of this water-body are a variety of rushes and sedges and a small patch of Cuckoo-flower or Lady’s Smock (Cardamine pratensis). Although this species undoubtedly occurs elsewhere on the site, it is a spring-flowering species and was not recorded elsewhere during this survey.
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fig 8. The reservoir (Compartment 2). The ditch containing Coral-necklace lies to the right of this photo

Disturbed Ground

The Visitor Centre area, a collection of old caravans, is found by the entrance to the site, in Compartment 1. Much of this area has had hardcore laid down to provide hard-standing for the caravans and car parking. This area has been colonised by a variety of grasses and herbs, including a number of clover species. A wide variety of plants of neutral grassland are found here, alongside colonisers of bare ground. Over 60 species of plant were recorded in this relatively small area, and this is the only significant part of Blagdon where wildflowers are able to successfully compete with the grasses and rushes. This area has been partially maintained by occasional mowing. (R. Morris, pers. comm.)

Several butterfly species were recorded here including Common Blue (Polyommatus icarus)

A second much smaller area, similar to this one, is found by the reservoir and ditch in Compartment 2, although it is slightly wetter and holds less diversity.

6. Species of note

Coral-necklace (Illecebrum verticillatum)

· Nationally Scarce plant confined to Cornwall, Devon and the New Forest.

· Found in small ditch by reservoir in Compartment 2
· OS Grid Ref SX 366 976
· Recorded in 4 fields in 1997
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fig 9. The ditch in compartment 2 where Coral Necklace grows
7. Compartment Descriptions
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fig 10  Aerial photograph showing:

Compartments - C…

Wood Compartments – WC…

Hedgebanks – H… 

Green Lanes – GL…

Compartment 1 (C1)

Compartment 1 lies at the southern entrance to the site. An area of disturbed ground around the visitor’s centre contains many species adapted to bare ground in addition to grassland succession species. This area has perhaps the most diverse flora of the entire site.

A large area of broadleaved plantation (Wood compartment C) fills the middle of this compartment, while in the northwest lies the smaller of the two Culm grassland communities. Purple Moor-grass is more dominant in this part of the Culm than elsewhere, but this is the only part of Culm where certain species have been recorded, including Creeping Willow (Salix repens), Cross-leaved Heath (Erica tetralix), Bog Asphodel (Narthecium ossifragum) and Heath Spotted Orchid (Dactylorhiza maculata)

Grey Willow has invaded much of the western part of this Culm and a large patch of Indian Balsam is poised on the eastern edge.

Hedgebank 11 runs along the roadside boundary. It has an even-aged structure, resulting from the regrowth from coppicing and hedge-laying in the recent past. It has a diverse range of  11 woody species, with the main canopy species being Hazel and Sycamore (Acer psuedoplatanus), but with little interest in the ground flora.

Hedgebank 13 is the first section in one long hedgebank that runs the entire length of the eastern boundary. 12 woody species are present, the dominant ones being Gorse and Willows. The shrubby growth is dense and has spread several metres from the original bank. Tawny Owl (Strix aluco) was seen here.

Hedgebank 12 at the northern boundary with Compartment 2 is buried deep within Willow scrub and is distinguished only by a bare, muddy ditch that runs alongside it.

Hedgebank 14 lies on the western boundary. It has a high canopy of mature oak with some shrubby growth below, but with no ground flora of interest.

Compartment 2

Compartment 2 contains the largest area of Culm grassland at Blagdon, covering much of the western half of the compartment. Invaded by willows on all sides, there is one central clearing in the middle where deer browsing is holding the invasion in check. A single plant of Saw-wort (Serratula tinctoria) was recorded and Lesser Skullcap (Scutellaria minor) can be found along deer tracks. Large populations of Meadow Thistle can be found throughout this Culm area.

The eastern part of Compartment 2 holds the reservoir, the ditch containing Coral-necklace, and some disturbed-ground communities. The rest is a mosaic of species-poor acid grassland, Gorse, Bramble, rushes and willows. This section and the Culm are divided by dense willow scrub.

Hedgebank 22, on the eastern boundary is a continuation of H13 and has the same structure and species mix.

Hedgebank 31, to the north, is buried in dense gorse and willow scrub and indistinguishable from the surrounding scrub, apart from where three mature oaks rise above it.

Hedgebank 21 contains a long line of mature Oaks, Ash and Beech with a shrubby understorey. Where there is no shrub growth, the ground is generally bare.
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fig.11 the largest expanse of Culm grassland in Compartment 2

Compartment 3

This compartment is an intimate mosaic of gorse scrub, rush-invaded species-poor grassland, wet rush communities and willow scrub.

Hedgebank 33 is a continuation of H22 and H13 and has a similar composition.

Hedgebank 32 is dominated by gorse with a dry ditch running alongside.

Hedgebank 34, to the northwest has an impressive line of mature, spreading oaks with some holly understorey and a grassy bank.

Compartment 4

The southern part of this compartment is dominated by gorse and bramble with scattered grassy glades and willow scrub to the west. The compartment opens up into a dry rush community in mosaic with species-poor grassland, maintained by rabbit grazing. Large clumps of Rosebay Willowherb grow out of the top of bramble thicket. At the northern end, Soft Rush is completely dominant, as it is in the planted enclosure at the northern boundary, where few trees have survived the deer browsing.

Hedgebank 42 is a continuation of H33,H22 and H13 and has a similar composition.

Hedgebank 41 has dense growth of willow, birch, oak, blackthorn and gorse but without any mature standards.
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fig. 12 Dry rush community in the north of Compartment 4

Compartment 5

The southern and eastern parts of Compartment 5 are dominated by gorse scrub. To the north the vegetation opens up into dry grassland and dry rush communities. Isolated clumps of Western Gorse(Ulex gallii) and Heather give evidence to the existence of heathland here at some time in the distant past.

The main botanical interest in this compartment is found in the deer-fenced enclosure at the northern end, where a small crescent shaped water-body holds a diverse flora of rushes and sedges around its margins. Much of the tree planting in this enclosure has failed due to deer browsing and a wet rush community dominates the vegetation, with species such as Marsh Ragwort, Marsh Thistle and Wild Angelica in association.

Hedgebank 51 contains scattered standards of oak and ash above an understorey of mixed thorn, gorse, willow and birch.
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fig.13 Dry grassland and dry rush communities in Compartment 5, with H51 in the background.

Compartment 6

This is the most open of all the compartments. The large, open expanse is dominated by a thick grass sward of Yorkshire Fog, Creeping Bent and Red Fescue (Festuca rubra), and with scattered herbs such as Tormentil and Lesser Stitchwort (Stellaria graminea). There is some scrub encroachment from the boundaries and numerous bramble thickets, but these are heavily pruned by deer and do not appear to be spreading quickly. Soft Rush is invading the southern edge of this field.

Hedgebank 61 is a dense hedge of willows, thorn, Sycamore and Oak.

Compartment 7

This compartment has been planted with mixed broadleaved trees, although it is only the Alder that has escaped heavy deer browsing. Naturally regenerated willows abound. The intense deer activity has maintained large open glades of wet rush pasture with a good array of associated species. The compartment is criss-crossed with deer tracks and Red Deer (Cervus elaphus) were seen here on two occasions during the survey period.

Rabbits maintain some small grassy lawns and Oval Sedge (Carex ovalis) can be found in these.

This compartment is an area of high invertebrate and bird activity, with warbler species such as Chiffchaff (Phylloscopus collybita) and Blackcap (Sylvia atricapilla) to the fore. Other species would no doubt be recorded here in spring.

Hedgebank 71 to the north, contains mature Oak, Beech and Ash of between 150 and 250 years old. They form impressive spreading trees over a grassy bank, with a scattered understorey of Hazel, Willow, thorns and Dog Rose (Rosa canina).

Hedgebank 72 to the south also contains a number of mature Oaks, complemented with Beech, Hazel, Willow and Hawthorn.

Compartment 8

This compartment is a smaller version of Compartment 7. Here again, deer are keeping glades of wet rush pasture open amongst the planted broadleaves. The rush pasture here is rich in associated flora with over 30 species of wildflower found within the rushes. Common Fleabane grows in profusion and Eared Willow is common here.

Hedgebank 81 to the north comprises little more than a grassy bank though the ditch that runs alongside it contains standing water and is the most botanically diverse of the ditches at Blagdon. (see Habitat Descriptions – Ditches)

Compartment 9

Compartment 9 is an even smaller version of Compartments 7 and 8. Once again deer are maintaining a species-rich wet rush pasture in amongst the encroaching plantation and naturally regenerating Eared Willow. Ragged-Robin (Lychnis flos-cuculi) grows well here along with Meadow Buttercup (Ranunculus acris) and smaller species such as Bog Stitchwort (Stellaria alsine)

Hedgebank 91, which runs along the northern boundary of the site, contains mature oak and beech with an understorey of willow, gorse and both common thorn species.
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fig 14 structure of Compartments 8 and 9

Wood Compartment A (WCA)

This mixed, secondary woodland lies in the northwest corner at Blagdon. It is generally varied in structure, with much standing and fallen deadwood. There is little ground flora except bramble and the odd fern, with the only indicator of old woodland being a small area of Wood Sorrel in the northern extremity. The Devon County Council report of 1991 recorded Royal Fern (Osmunda regalis) here, but it was not re-found during this survey despite a couple of searches.

Mature oaks, ageing over 100 years are common on all the wood boundaries, but there are fewer within the wood itself.  The only other mature trees are a handful of similar-aged Ash, and many, old collapsing willows and birch. Mature Beech are also found on the boundaries, but not within the wood.

In the northern part of the wood there is very little understorey, due to the dense canopy above, but in the southern section, Hazel, Hawthorn, Holly and Rowan can all be found.

Willow Carr has spread from wet western parts of the wood, out into what is now Compartments 8 and 9.

There is possibly some history to this wood as one willow appears to be the remains of a large coppice stool, several metres across.

Wood Compartment B

This narrow band of Willow Carr runs along the western boundary south of Compartments 5 and 6. The ground is permanently waterlogged and drains slowly into the stream that runs alongside. Fallen deadwood is considerable. 

Old birch and willows with some oak and alder dominate the canopy. Beech, Holly, Rowan and Hazel are also present, but there is little in the way of ground flora, excepting a few wetland species such as Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria), Marsh Thistle and Marsh Ragwort.

Deer make much use of the wood and hence there is little young regeneration.

Wood Compartment C

This broadleaved plantation lies within Compartment 1. At the northern end, is an area of Willow and Birch Carr. This has been extended through subsequent planting, predominantly of Alder.

There is little ground flora within this wood, and the biggest issue concerns an invasion of Indian Balsam.
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fig 15 Woodland Compartment A, southern section
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fig 16. Map showing different communities at Blagdon.

8. Comparison with previous Surveys

This site has undergone considerable change in the period since the first survey in 1991. Semi-natural and improved grasslands were ploughed in the mid-1990s for Flax cultivation. When PFAF bought the land in 1997, only the Culm area and the three woodlands had not been ploughed.

Much of the ground was bare, compacted and deeply rutted. The regeneration of scrub on these fields has happened incredibly quickly.

30 species of bare and arable ground have been lost since the 1997 survey, although none of these are rare plants and most should occur in the surrounding farmland.

Another 10 species of woodland, wood-edge or hedgebanks have not been re-found. Most of these species are early spring flowering and are probably still at Blagdon, though September is too late to find them easily. These include species such as Primrose, Greater Stitchwort and Bugle.

Otherwise, the vast majority of species recorded in 1997 are still present, including those of Culm grassland. 

· Culm Grassland

The two Culm compartments are described in 1991 as offering excellent examples of the habitat type. Purple-Moor grass was more dominant in Compartment 1, and this is still the case.

Compartment 1 appears little changed by 1997. This area still has the greatest diversity of typical culm species but much of it is being lost to willow and the area of interest is confined to a small band within the wider area. 

By 1997, Compartment 2 has been degraded: “ ...in the recent past the southern third of the culm grassland was ploughed and is looking in very poor condition with virtually no re-growth” (PFAF, 1997). The plough-lines on this area can still be seen from aerial photographs (see front cover). On the ground, the area is now dominated by Purple-Moor grass with invading Willow. Some flower species have returned but at low density. This area is now in better condition than in 1997, but within 10 years will be completely lost to willow carr, if unmanaged.

“The middle third seems to have been ploughed less recently and comprises a different grass flora to the rest of the culm grassland with very little in the way of other culm plant regeneration” (PFAF, 1997). This area now contains reasonable culm communities. Moor-grass is less dominant here than anywhere else, scrub less invasive, and species such as Meadow Thistle, Sneezewort and Lesser Skullcap are at their highest density on the site, although Devil’s-bit Scabious is virtually non-existent.

“The final third of the culm grassland is relatively unspoilt and contains a good range of typical culm species” (PFAF, 1997) Much of this area is now being lost to willow and, in places, bramble. Moor-grass tussocks are particularly dominant here and the only associates are found in deer tracks.  Saw-wort was recorded as locally common here in 1997. A single plant was recorded in this survey.

In conclusion, areas of good culm appear to have lost interest since 1997, whereas previously degraded areas have partially recovered.

· Broadleaved Woodland

This habitat is relatively unchanged since 1991, other than an extension in area. 

· Rush pasture

This NVC community M23b, was not recorded in previous surveys, although most of the species that are typically associated with it, were recorded in 1997. The community has developed on some of the fields formerly  ploughed for Flax cultivation.

This community, which naturally occurs on slightly higher ground than culm grassland, has a similar restricted distribution and much has been lost nationally to agricultural improvement. Although the wildflower species associated with it, are not as uncommon as those of culm grassland, it is still a community of significant interest. That it has developed over large areas of Blagdon, particularly in Compartments 7,8 and 9 is a considerable gain in biodiversity over the last 10 years.

These compartments were described in 1997; “ (C7) … is severely compacted…and the land has a cracked concrete-like surface. There is very little plant re-growth and the overall effect is that of a desert terrain.” C8 and C9 “… are in even worse condition. It is rare to see such degraded land in Britain” (PFAF, 1997)

This community at Blagdon is under threat of loss to broadleaved plantation. Deer browsing is fundamental to its conservation here.

9. Fauna

a. Mammals
The impact of the Red Deer population on this site cannot be over-estimated. The whole site is criss-crossed with their trackways. Most of the interesting flora of the Culm and Rush pastures is found on the edge of these tracks, through the dense Purple-Moor grass and Soft Rush tussocks. Roe deer are probably also present though were not seen during the survey.

Most of the willow scrub that is invading the culm must have propagated in the first few years of PFAF ownership, when the deer population would have been smaller. There are no young saplings within the culm, other than where they are protected from deer browsing by bramble thickets. 

Purple Moor-grass is unpalatable to stock after early spring, and culm grasslands can be maintained through light grazing and occasional burning. Selective burning will remove the thatch of dead Moor-grass leaves that builds up over time and the burning provides fresh re-growth that is more palatable to stock whilst also allowing flowering plants to compete. Although there has been no stock grazing of this culm in 10 years, the habitat has not degraded as expected and this is due to the impact of the deer.

Deer activity is also maintaining the interest of the wet rush pastures in the northeast of the site. This whole area was planted with broadleaved trees in the early years of PFAF ownership, but the impact of the deer has meant that much of this planting has failed. Where the browsing is heaviest is where the Rush pastures have developed on heavily compacted, poorly draining soils.

In the open, drier compartments, particularly C5 and C6 deer are keeping bramble and scrub invasion into the acid grassland in check. Although the grassland is species-poor due to the dominance of dense grasses, this is an excellent habitat for small mammal populations and subsequently excellent hunting ground for raptors.

Fox and Badger are both present at Blagdon and although Rabbit numbers are not high, Hilary Marshall has seen Brown Hare on the site this year

· Herpetiles

Grass snake have been recorded on a number of occasions this year, within the culm and Common Frog is also present. It is quite likely that Adder is also present on the drier parts of the site, though they have not been recorded here.
· Birds

Although the site has not been well surveyed for birds, a good range of species have been recorded this year, during the survey, and by two brief visits by Hilary Marshall

The mosaic of wet scrub, culm and rush pastures are particularly important for species such as Sedge Warbler and Grasshopper Warbler, both heard singing during the survey. Reed Bunting, Garden Warbler, Blackcap, Chiffchaff  and Marsh/Willow Tit are all present as are Redpoll. Whitethroat and Stonechat are breeding in the areas of dry gorse scrub.

Buzzard appears to be breeding on site, and a juvenile was heard calling throughout the survey period. A Tawny Owl was also seen, and the dry grassland provides excellent hunting habitat for Barn Owl and Kestrel, although neither has yet been recorded here. The high numbers of passerines breeding, undoubtedly attract Sparrowhawk, although again, this species has not yet been recorded here.

This is undoubtedly an important site for breeding birds, particularly in the local context of the large swathes of heavily improved farmland that surround it.

· Invertebrates

Butterfly and Dragon/Damselfly species were recorded during the survey, and also on the visits by Hilary Marshall earlier in the year. 14 species of butterfly have been recorded this year and 6 species of Dragon/Damselfly. Although all are common species, this is a reasonable number for a small site.

The wet rush pastures and culm grassland merit further invertebrate survey, as these were rich in cranefly and hoverfly species during the survey period, though no attempt was made to identify these to species-level.

There are old records of Marsh Fritillary at Blagdon, a highly threatened butterfly species of wet grassland. Their foodplant, Devil’s-bit Scabious is not abundant within the culm at Blagdon, and with the site being small and isolated from other suitable habitat, Marsh Fritillary are very unlikely to still be present. A search was made for larval webs that the caterpillars spin from late summer, but to no avail.

10. Summary of biological interest and management    considerations

In summarising the biological interest of the site, and any future management, it is necessary to consider the context of Blagdon. In essence it is a piece of abandoned, agriculturally improved farmland where no significant management, other than tree planting, has taken place for 10 years.

An intimate mosaic of different habitats has developed, heavily influenced by the activity of large herbivores, Red deer.

The key biodiversity features of the site, which should be conserved under a new owner are as follows;

· Culm Grassland

Although deer activity is conserving some of the interest in this nationally important habitat, this area will revert to willow carr without intervention. This habitat should ideally be grazed lightly in early spring when the Purple-Moor grass is palatable, to reduce its dominance, and also in autumn to clear some of the summer growth.

However, in the absence of traditional stock grazing, the following prescriptions would do much  to conserve the Culm habitat.

1. Removal of willow scrub, particularly from C1 and the northern end of C2

2. Rotational burning of a mosaic of small areas of the Purple Moor-grass in winter

3. Conservation of the Red Deer population through tolerance of their presence on site, and allowing their free movement about  the site by not erecting additional fencing

· Wet Rush Pasture

Although secondary to the culm in importance, this habitat is also nationally restricted and well worthy of conservation. Again, this habitat is usually maintained by stock grazing or mowing to reduce the dominance of the Soft Rush. In the absence of stock grazing, the following prescriptions would do much to conserve the habitat

1. Removal of scrub and planted trees from within the existing rushy glades in C7, C8 and C9

2. Conservation of the Red Deer population through tolerance of their presence on site, and allowing their free movement about  the site by not erecting additional fencing

· Coral Necklace (Illecebrum verticillatum)

This nationally scarce plant of water margins, on acid soils has declined severely in recent years. Restricted to Devon, Cornwall and the New Forest, this is an isolated record for the immediate area.

This plant was recorded from 4 fields in 1997, but is now confined to a few metres of the shallow ditch, by the reservoir in compartment 2.

The existing population must be conserved from any damage, both to itself and to the ditch were it grows.

Additional shallow excavations in the immediate vicinity, could provide suitable habitat for expansion, providing they hold water all year round. The current conditions of the existing ditch should be used as a model for any such habitat creation.

· Bird Communities

The mosaic of mature woodland, dense scrub, and both dry and wet, open habitats make Blagdon a locally important site for breeding birds. The intimate mosaic of all these habitats is valuable for invertebrate populations and subsequently for insect-feeding bird species, particularly the seven species of warbler present.

Wholesale removal of scrub, from within the compartments would do much to damage this interest. So much of the value of this site, lies in the natural way that one habitat grades into another. This lack of hard boundaries between the differing habitats is creating superb conditions for invertebrates and subsequently, a variety of bird species

· Red Deer
The population of Red Deer at Blagdon are, in the lack of traditional stock grazing, playing a pivotal role in the conservation of both the culm and wet rush pasture habitats.

Their activity has played a major role in shaping the diverse, natural mosaics right across the site.

For years, the idea has held sway, that prior to human intervention, most of Britain would have been covered in dense forest, the Wild Wood. 

In the last decade this idea has been challenged by amongst others, Hans Vera, who claim that the impact of wild, large herbivores would have been considerable, in keeping many areas free of trees. The idea is that there would have been a mosaic of habitats from dense forest, through open wood-pasture, akin to parkland, to scrub and open prairies. 

The impact of Red Deer, at the otherwise unmanaged Blagdon, is a demonstration of this principle.

Blagdon is a richly bio diverse reserve, in the context of the surrounding farmland, and any new owner should be encouraged to conserve and enhance the features of interest.

This survey was carried out in the period, 10th to 18th September 2007.
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