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Summary of Discussions and Research on the Proposal to Create an Increased Area of Limestone 

grassland on the Slopes Below the Hood Monument (Excluding Hydrological Report) 

 

Introduction: 

The original comments from David Baston as discussed at the open site meeting on September 22
nd

 are 

shown in black. The FC response to each point raised by David is in green italics, and follows further 

discussion with Shane Potts, Phil Poulton (SSDC), Mike Edgington of Natural England, and Dr Tom Nisbet 

BSc, PhD of Forestry Commission Research. (Tom is a research scientist, and is the Programme Group 

Manager at the FC’s Centre for Forestry and Climate Change. He has over 20 years experience of Forest 

Hydrology and related issues, both in GB and Europe, eg the recent Parrett Catchment Project in Somerset).  

(Written before the Dr Nisbet was asked to do a site visit and report). 

 

David Baston:  

I would like to make my position on this application clear from the start. I do not believe that the solution to 

any problem that these woods may have is a one hit wonder of destruction. They have been allowed to 

develop as nature intended for well over a century with little interference or maintenance effort from the 

owners. They are loved as they are by so many people of the area and any action to alter the status quo should 

be measured and taken over the years not months. 

 

Questions that spring to mind… 

 

1. Who has thought up this plan and who is behind it in financial and ecological terms? Is the underlying 

plan to strip this end of the Poldens of tree cover? What is the plan for the woodland between this 

application and the road above? This should be considered in the round. Where is the ecological survey 

for this area to support this application? I don’t think it exists. 

FC Response: 

This proposal by the J & F Clark Trust is part of a wider initiative that has looked to improve the semi-

natural habitats on the Polden Hills, particularly in respect of the scarce limestone grassland resource. This 

work is being undertaken in partnership with other conservation organisations such as The National Trust, 

Somerset Wildlife Trust, Millfield School and Natural England. The importance of this grassland is also 

reflected in the SSSI designation given to the area by Natural England, who have this unit recorded as being 

in “unfavourable-recovering condition”, the recovery being due in part to the work that the Trust has 

undertaken. There are no known plans to remove further woodland from this part of the Poldens Hills, and 

any such proposals would require a Felling Licence from the FC. Were such an application to be received, it 

would be assessed against the normal presumption against loss of woodland, unless there are good ecological 

or other public benefits to justify it. The ecology of the area is well surveyed and understood, and is one of the 

drivers for this proposal. Compton Dundon Parish Council, ecologists from Natural England, the Large Blue 

project and SSDC have been consulted, along with the results of the general surveys the Trust carries out as 

part of its obligation to ensure the correct management of the SSSI. The proposal received a largely 

favourable response from many of those in attendance at a parish council meeting held in July, and is aimed 

at improving the natural value of an area which supports the strongest population of the globally endangered 

Large Blue butterfly in England. 

 

2. This woodland is a very important part of the landscape of this Parish. It has been as it is in the living 

memory of all residents of Compton Dundon. To dramatically change the view almost overnight is not a 

sensible or sensitive course of action. 

The woodland is indeed a valuable landscape feature, but has of course, changed quite significantly over the 

last four decades. The gradual nature of this change however, means that it has gone largely unnoticed, but 

there are people who have lived in the area for many years who can remember the woodland being a mixture 

of scrub, trees and grassland, as shown on postcards from the early 1900s. From the SSSI grasslands’ point 

of view of course, a much larger scale clearance back towards grassland with associated patches of scrub as 

seen on Collard Hill, would be more beneficial. The applicant was always aware of the diversity of local 

opinion however, and therefore tried to take account of all the ecological, landscape and public access 
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factors, including the importance of woodland edge as a habitat. Indeed, in landscape terms, the improved 

interlocking between the open and wooded areas on the hill side that will be created, and the emphasising of 

the topography, will be beneficial. The lines on the map inevitably look harsh, but in practise, the trees are 

not growing in lines, and their rounded crowns will automatically provide a softer edge. In addition, there are 

in fact some trees marked for retention in the designated “clear felling” areas which will soften the visual 

impact, much as suggested by David Baston. The overall effect therefore, will be much less “dramatic” than 

the straight lines on the map might suggest. Care will be taken during the operation to consider the retention 

of further trees, if they are felt not to impact on the overall aims of the proposal.  

 

3. To create viewpoints from the Monument is generally a good thing. To be able to see the base of the 

monument from the village would be great.  

There is a divergence of local views on this point, including a concern about “letting in the wind”, though it 

is of course, not unusual to experience the effect of wind blowing when walking on English hills. It is difficult 

to see how these two things can be reconciled, but on balance, the weight of argument appears to be in favour 

of reducing the impact a little by retaining a few more trees – see above. All three reasons behind the 

proposals will be taken into consideration when deciding which further trees might be identified for retention.   

 

4. To gain these views it is not necessary to clear-cut the huge area in proportion of the whole that is 

proposed. The lower trees could in part be retained and the angle of the cut much reduced. This could create a 

wonderful glade below the monument with a narrow access cut through from below. Ideal for butterflies. The 

same is true for the western view-point.  

This links to the point above, and it is already intended to retain some native trees to minimise the visual 

impact of the felling areas, which will also help to reduce the force of the wind. The open ground linkage to 

the grassland below needs to be sufficient to encourage its use by these butterflies however, which being 

species of sunny open ground, can easily be put off by overhanging tree crowns creating more shaded 

conditions. Whilst this may still offer sheltered conditions for invertebrates on the move, it will not offer 

suitable conditions for the more notable species to breed in, which is important in supporting population 

movements that would prove sustainable.  

 

5. The wholesale cut proposed saves only a very few trees – mainly Ash. If the surrounding trees are felled 

this will expose these Ashes to the wind and they are known to be wind prone. Is this deliberate? The Field 

maples, hawthorn and smaller Ash seem to be ignored. 

Though there may be a few ash losses from the wind, there should be sufficient English oaks and/or sycamore 

retained to help the ash to become acclimatised to the more exposed conditions, as they have done elsewhere 

along the hillside. Management of tree numbers will be ongoing, both by recruiting and protecting young 

ones, and by removing occasional damaged older ones. A proportion of the smaller tree species and shrubs 

will be retained, and protected against stock.   

The woodland of the East Poldens, including the semi-natural woodland of nearby Great Breach wood SSSI is 

dominated by Ash, Field Maple and Hazel, which is the reason for the predominance of Ash to be retained. In 

addition, every English Oak on the site will be retained if it does not impede the view; and outside of the 

clear-fell areas (ie within the Wood Pasture areas) all unmarked trees over 10cm dbh (diameter at breast 
height) will be retained. In cpt 1c, this will maintain an almost continuous canopy cover in accordance with 

normal forestry thinning practices, while in 1a and 1e, cover will be somewhat reduced, but still sufficient to 

create a woodland effect in the landscape. The result will see a large amount of the Field Maple, Hawthorn 

and smaller Ash being retained, with the subsequent management of the site ensuring the development of a 

healthy mix of native species and age diversity. In fact, only 5 of the measurable trees (over 10cm dbh) to be 

thinned out are Field Maples or Hawthorn, with the vast majority being Ash, Turkey Oak and Sycamore.  

 

6. Will some one tell me where there is wood pasture in this area and what are its parameters? 

The proposed wood pasture as marked will retain very few trees. All the Turkey Oaks are marked for felling. 

None of the smaller native trees such as the Field maples, hawthorn and Ash seem to be marked for saving. If 

Westfield corner and Hatch Hill are woodland pastures the trees have been very poorly managed. Indeed 

many of the large ash trees that were the only large trees spared were deliberately damaged by fire when the 

cleared scrub was piled under them and set alight. (photos)This is still going on as recently as last week when 
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a fire was set just upwind of a young ash tree and scorched the foliage. (photo) Also, on Hatch Hill throughout 

the year the occasional tree is quietly felled and logged thus reducing the tree cover. (photo) 

There is a small area of wood pasture habitat along the hill to the west of Three Ashes Lane, which could be 

pointed out by the applicants’ agent. Typical canopy cover for Wood Pasture would range from say 25% - 

55%, allowing adequate light through for the under-storey to thrive, while retaining sufficient tree cover to 

maintain a wooded landscape effect. In this instance, the aim is to achieve at least 45% canopy cover, 

perhaps more as the retained trees develop. Area 1e on the map has been marked fairly hard to remove the 

non- native Turkey oaks, but this area will be subject to a Felling Licence Condition to ensure that at least 25 

young ash trees are protected from browsing and allowed to regenerate. The FC will monitor these for ten 

years, to ensure that they succeed. The other two areas mentioned (Westfield Corner and Hatch Hill) are in 

fact grassland with self-seeding trees coming in, rather than Wood Pasture. They are therefore managed 

under a different regime to that appropriate to Wood Pasture, where the development of replacement trees 

over time is key to success. On grassland however, it may be necessary to remove trees from time to time as 

they grow or seed in, if the grassland is to be maintained in a relatively open condition. It is important to be 

clear about this distinction between habitats.      

In area 1e it is only the Turkey Oak and Sycamore that are being felled, and  everything else is being retained 

here. In fact, referring back to the answer to Q5 will show that Field Maple, Hawthorn and Ash are being 

retained outside of the clearfell areas (ie in the Wood Pasture areas). Within the clearfell areas, the trees 

marked to be retained do include Ash, with the prospect of more Field Maple and Hawthorn being retained, 

or allowed to regenerate in these areas, already being accounted for; given the constraints of achieving the 

three aims of the proposal. Most of the area on Westfield Corner is not Wood Pasture, but the far end is 

indicative of the type of tree cover we are aiming for, but without the regeneration which will be encouraged 

under the Wood Pasture management regime. Westfield Corner and Hatch Hill are both managed under 

agreement with Natural England as species rich grassland. This means that any trees or scrub are managed 

on a cyclical basis to either prevent encroachment into the grassland, reduce coverage of scrub in some 

areas, or more commonly to diversify the structure and age of the trees and scrub across the sites. This 

maintains the openness of the grassland and at the same time offers a good variety of habitat opportunities for 

a wide diversity of flora and fauna to thrive. 

 

7. The proposed clear felling of the young beech plantation in the combe is a mistake. The last time this was 

clear felled there were problems with the winter winds blowing cars and lorries about on the top road. Far 

better to selectively thin and create a wonderful tree spotted glade that can be managed over the years to retain 

its open nature. Another wonderful site for a glade to encourage butterflies and other wildlife. 

 I would suggest that the top line of beech trees due for felling is retained to reduce the wind problems of old. 

Incidentally all these trees and many others on this whole site were planted by old Mrs Clarke – Tony’s wife I 

think – and I am sure she is spinning in her grave. Probably also planted with grant money, and I expect the 

applicants will apply for public money to fell. Our money. 

No public money has been allocated to, or applied for, the felling of these trees from any public body, and the 

Forestry Commission would re-assure people that they do not grant aid any tree or woodland removal. It is 

easy to see the potential for wind to affect vehicles on the road above the beech plantation, which is really the 

responsibility of the Highway Authority. However, it has been agreed that as responsible landowners the 

Trust will retain one row of beech around the top of the plantation, and a few others on either side, to bulk up 

the retained natural woodland above the plantation, and to soften the visual impact. It was already intended 

to retain an occasional tree lower down the slope, and the harsh lines on the map don’t do justice to the more 

sympathetic intentions of the applicant on the ground.   

 

8. Linkages between the already cleared sites is mentioned as a reason for all this felling. If you look at these 

aerial photos you will see that there is plenty of linkage already. Can the butterflies not cross a lane or a 

hedge? What efforts have been made to reintroduce the Large Blue – the insect behind this application I fear – 

to Hatch Hill and beyond? Have ant colonies been established, has Thyme been planted? No I thought not. 

The Large Blue does not specifically, in itself, lead any of the management that the Trust undertakes, but is 

merely one of a myriad of variables that is taken into consideration when making management decisions. 

Open ground butterflies have fairly specific site requirements, and will not readily move across unsuitable 

ground, eg they require larger open areas with suitable nectar plants en route, to act as “staging posts”. The 
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ant Myrmica sabuleti and Wild Thyme (for the Large Blue) are already established on Hatch Hill, with 

Horseshoe Vetch and the Yellow Meadow Ant established to the west for Chalkhill Blues. The fact that these 

species are yet to successfully form colonies on their opposing sides of the monument suggest that the current 

linkage is too narrow, since there is no lack of foodplants and associated ants. Employees of CEH (Centre of 

Hydrology and Ecology, the leading partner in the Large Blue project) regularly monitor sites along the 

Polden Hills. This includes Hatch Hill, which is considered a potential site for colonisation, and they have 

recorded Large Blues here, but not yet in sufficient numbers to become a sustainable colony.  

 

9. The Forestry commission state that “In landscape terms, this work will actually improve the interlocking 

between open ground and woodland along this hillside, making it more pleasing to the eye.” I personally do 

not think that felling in the manner proposed with clear cuts with straight edges will do anything to enhance 

the  

views from the valley. Straight lines have been drawn in an office on a map with no regard for aesthetics. 

Whilst I am on this particular subject – what are the proposed fence lines and their makeup. Double strand 

barbed wire again or a more wildlife friendly solution? In Scotland, Highland cattle and sheep are kept in 

pasture with tensioned wire. Fences within the tree cover to make them less obtrusive perhaps would be a 

good idea. The present fences are an eyesore of prominent straight lines in a naturally curvy landscape. 

As noted above, the straight lines on the map are indicative only, meaning that the felling can’t encroach 

beyond them. The result on the ground, taking into account the rounded crowns of the retained trees and their 

random spacing, will look much more natural and attractive. Trees are indeed already marked on the ground 

(cpts1d and 2a) and will give a shape to the felled area similar to that suggested by Mr Baston. Care will be 

taken during the operation to monitor the edges being created, and make adjustments as necessary.   

The applicant has also agreed to consider carefully the type, line and location of any fences that are required, 

in order to minimise both their visual impact, and the impact on wildlife. As with any stock fencing however, it 

will of course be necessary to ensure that the specification used will be suitable for both the site and the stock 

to be enclosed, particularly given the proximity of the busy road.  

10. Management over the years has been conspicuous by its use of noisy power tools, day in day out to do the 

job that we were promised the sheep would achieve.  Also in the grazing areas vulnerable trees with thin bark 

were not given protection and are now in a poor state. Deliberate? Just look at the photographs and you will 

see what I mean. What measures are proposed to ensure regeneration within the wood pasture? We do not 

want further creeping defoliation. 

As alluded to above, unlike grassland, the managing of Wood Pasture requires a gradual succession of trees 

to develop over time, which of course requires them to be protected against all browsing animals. The entry 

into Stewardship with Natural England will help to achieve this in the early years, and hopefully into the 

future, though of course, trees can be left unprotected whether they are in grassland, wood pasture, or 

woodland adjacent to poorly fenced pasture. 

The warm, wet summers of recent years has led to some increased human intervention at certain times, 

particularly to remove less palatable species such as Turkey oak. The easiest management option of course, is 

to do as much vegetation control as possible through grazing, and this will remain the intention. Under the 

proposed Stewardship Scheme the Trust will commit to protecting an agreed number of trees within its 

grazing areas, whether grassland or wood-pasture, and this will be monitored by Natural England. 

 

11. The loss of plant life on these hills has been dramatic since the clearances started. I used to be able to see 5 

varieties of orchid on a walk. Not now. The carpets of butterfly orchids at the bottom of Three Ashes Lane all 

gone. The wildflower walk alongside the path across Westfield corner, gone. The bee orchids and prolific 

wild flowers on Hatch Hill, Gone. Owls, woodpeckers, Tree creepers, Nuthatches and all woodland birds 

much reduced. The Nightingales that used to sing along the slopes of Hatch and Windmill Hill already gone. 

All this will get worse if this scheme goes ahead as planned. To see deer on a walk nowadays is a rarity when 

it used to be an almost everyday occurrence. 

There are no doubt various factors contributing to the changes outlined above, but conservation of wildlife 

habitat is in fact, central to this proposal. In the intensively managed landscape of southern England, habitats 

are often isolated and fairly vulnerable, and therefore need to be managed to prevent them deteriorating over 

time. The area to be treated under these proposals is actually a relatively small part of a significant swathe of 

woodland running along the Polden Hills, so there is plenty of woodland habitat remaining in the area to 
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support woodland species. There are plenty of roe deer in the area too, though obviously they prefer quieter 

areas with some cover during the daylight hours. With regard to the grassland species mentioned, Natural 

England would not have given the unit an unfavourable-recovering status if they were concerned about loss of 

wildflowers, and would have raised their concerns with the landowner.  

 

12. Natural Englands assessment of this site is “unfavourable for recovery to grassland” Cost/benefit I expect. 

Has this been taken into account? 

NE habitat assessments are based purely and completely on the site ecology, and not costings. They assess 

them as being one of the following: Unfavourable declining; Unfavourable No Change; Unfavourable 

recovering; or Favourable. This site is assessed as being “unfavourable recovering”, meaning that it is 

moving in the right direction towards being favourable. There is currently a government initiative to try and 

get 95% of SSSIs into the better two categories by the end of 2010, and this site meets that requirement by 

being “on the right track”.   

 

13. Are these areas subject to monitoring to assess the success or otherwise of tree clearance in regards to 

establishing the desired priority habitat and colonisation of priority species, and over what timescale? Where 

can we see the evidence? 

All of the Trusts’ sites are monitored continuously to assess the impact of any management that takes place. 

Future management is then based on the results of this monitoring. The findings are summarised in Millfield’s 

annual report, which is made available to partners and those who contribute to the management, and can be 

made available to the Parish Council on request. In addition the Large Blue project monitors the Polden sites 

specifically for the re-introduction project and being an SSSI, Natural England monitors the sites as part of 

their statutory responsibilities. This monitoring has led to it being assessed as unfavourable-recovering, 

which demonstrates that an improvement is taking place over time. To give an idea of time scales, Millfields’ 

Worley Hill site has been converted from conifer to grassland over the past 18 years and is now considered to 

have the greatest diversity of butterfly species of any site in Somerset monitored by Butterfly Conservation. It 

is also highly regarded by other interest groups, as indeed is Hatch Hill. 

Monitoring will no doubt also be a requirement of the NE Stewardship scheme, which will be funding some of 

the subsequent site management work.  

 

14. All the above seems pretty negative and it is, and deserves to be in my opinion! BUT we should try to 

have a sensible compromise to resolve the differences of opinion, as we achieved on Collard Hill. 

Agreed. 

 

15. I think that  

 

a. the areas of clear felling should be reduced and the lines of demarcation softened. See diagram 

As explained above, the trees marked on the ground will actually give an outcome similar to Mr. Baston’s 

suggestion, with randomly spaced, rounded trees and shrubs of differing sizes providing an irregular edge 

between the open and Wood Pasture areas. This was always the intention, as such an edge maximises the 

range of micro-habitats, and thus benefits the most species, but the straight lines on the map have perhaps 

given the wrong impression.  

b. More trees should be retained within these areas, especially the native varieties. 

There may be a little scope for retaining more trees, but it is important to the whole project that the 

designated open areas are opened up sufficiently to meet the ecological aims. As mentioned earlier though, if 

it becomes apparent during the felling process that more trees can be retained without impacting on the aims 

of the project, then they will be. 

c. Not all Turkey oaks should be felled in one go. They are magnificent trees in their own right and are NOT 

producing seedlings in any great numbers as you will see if you wander in these woods on a regular basis. 

Any seedlings that do appear can be easily managed. This scheme should take years not months. 

Turkey oaks do make fine trees in the landscape, though this is of less value when they are “hidden” within 

woodland, as opposed to being open field trees. They do also threaten our native oaks, by co-hosting the 

Knopper gall wasp, which destroys English oak acorns, and thus reduces regeneration. Like all oaks, they are 

in fact pioneer trees, and their seedlings will be found flourishing in open areas nearby (courtesy of jays and 
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grey squirrels) rather than within the woodland itself. It is this factor, and the fact that sheep don’t like to 

browse them, that makes them difficult neighbours for grassland. In relation to the scale of working, although 

the initial impact may seem significant locally, long experience demonstrates that the impact will reduce over 

a relatively short time as people become used to the new landscape. The extra complication and cost involved 

in spreading the work over several years would be significant, and of course the intended benefits would be 

delayed. In addition, damage to the recovering grassland and regenerating trees from the felling and 

extraction would be inevitable. This, together with the relatively small scale of the work (three separate areas 

averaging less than 1.5 acres each) leads to the conclusion that it would be best done in a single window.  

   

d. When large trees are felled a native tree should be planted somewhere in the woods on the bank, protected 

and maintained for as long as necessary and a plan of proposed planting submitted. 

It isn’t feasible to insist on this on a tree by tree basis, but the controls available under the Forestry Act and 

the Stewardship scheme, will safeguard the long-term future of woodland and trees on the site. Ideally, 

regeneration will be by natural means rather than planting, but deer may well play a part in this. If future 

observation raises genuine concerns about the woodland, the FC or the District Council should be contacted.  

e. In the woodland grazing areas all trees should be protected from livestock, and the livestock provided with 

licks to provide the minerals to minimise damage to tree bark.  

Agreed that all trees to be retained and considered vulnerable to grazing, such as semi-mature ash and 

younger trees, should be protected, as they would be in any Wood Pasture situation. Monitoring will be 

ongoing, and protection will be increased or mineral licks introduced as necessary.  

f. The beech combe should be hard thinned with the best trees preserved and thinned as they get older over the 

years and the top two rows on the north of the site kept for a windbreak. This in years to come will provide a 

spectacular glade surrounded by magnificent beech. I only wish I could be here to see it. 

There will be an area of native woodland retained above the beech plantation, which will be strengthened by 

a row of beech along the top edge of the plantation, and dropping a little way down each side. This retained 

row of beech should be carefully and lightly thinned as part of this operation, to give the remaining trees 

space to develop further.    

Trees will also be retained to the eastern side of the combe, while the western edge is to have a hedge along 

the top of the current beech line with a few standard trees retained. To retain more beech than this will create 

too much shade and acidic leaf-fall that is detrimental to limestone grassland. The above proposal however, 

will increase the shelter for invertebrates, and provide a nice backdrop to the new glade. 

g. All fencing should be wildlife friendly, tensioned wire?  and as far as is possible out of sight and not in 

straight lines. Perhaps the restoration of the old Ilchester estate boundary wall that runs along the hill 

below the monument would be a good idea. 

The boundary wall is in fact owned by the Butleigh Wootten Estate, and so is out-with the control of the 

applicant. As described above, the fencing will be as wildlife friendly as possible, consistent with being fit for 

purpose. Where possible, and depending on topography, landscape impact will be minimised by careful siting 

of fence-lines – see point 9 

 

h. Finally would the Forestry Commission and the owners be prepared to enter an approved Woodland Grant 

scheme that details approved work within a contract? 

The FCs’ grants are targeted closely towards public benefit in woodlands. This normally means work in 

ancient or semi-natural woodlands, or work associated with enabling public access into woodlands. We 

specifically do not grant aid work to reduce woodland area, and so would be unable to offer grant in this 

case. Natural England however, will have an ongoing statutory interest in the site due to the SSSI designation, 

and are also expected to be involved through grant aiding any future management of the site, should a 

stewardship application be successful.  

 

R N Gossling 

Woodland Officer 

Forestry Commission 

 

October 2009 


